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Oh no, of all people,  
I have to run into him?

I don’t drink, but  
everyone else does.

Unexpectedly having to talk to someone you don’t like, 
or someone you have bad history with, is the stuff of 
nightmares. It’s perfectly acceptable to make a vague 
excuse that keeps your run-in brief — you’re very busy, 
you’re late to meet someone, gotta run, see you later! 
But sometimes a polite chat is unavoidable, so focus 
on a redeeming quality — whether it’s their hair, their 
clothes, or their mysterious ability to succeed in life — 
and think kindly on it. It will help keep your demeanor 
pleasant instead of strained or fake.

Grace note: 

When you don’t like someone, it’s worth trying to 
understand why that might be. In a lot of cases, we react 
to the qualities we don’t like in ourselves by noticing them 
in others. And when we recognize that to be the case, it 
makes us much more tolerant, even if we still find them 
disagreeable.

No one has a right to call you out on this, but that 
doesn’t mean they won’t. Why you make the choices you 
make is really none of their business. That said, in social 
situations, you’ll probably feel more comfortable drawing 
less attention to it. A few tips to keep it natural:

+  Give a light and general explanation — happy 
hour isn’t the right time to get into the alcoholism that 
runs in Dad’s side of the family — and change the 
topic. (“Oh, I just prefer not to. Plus, I have to get up 
early tomorrow. Don’t worry, I’ll still be fun. What’s 
your plan for the weekend?”)

+  Deflect further questioning by stating that it’s a 
personal decision. Smile to avoid sounding defensive.

 +  Fit in. Sip on a soda. Relax. Enjoy yourself.

+  Develop a high tolerance for drunk people.

+  Find other light or non-drinkers.

+  Do others a favor and offer to be the  
designated driver.

Grace note: 

Part of making less popular choices is recognizing that 
people won’t always understand. Don’t take it personally 
and practice patience, whether it’s out of virtue or 
necessity.

Hmm, back up a sec. Do you need to tell her this? 
Why? Are you going by the manners you were raised 
to have? Is she being rude to others? Are you worried 
about what other people will think of her? Or what 
others will think of you?

Manners and customs vary a lot, and it tends to sound 
judgmental when you correct someone else’s behavior. 
That’s why we usually leave it to moms and 
teachers to do that. If you’re really concerned for her 
own good, find a quiet opportunity to let her know (out 
of earshot of others), be totally honest, and present it as 
helpful advice (keeping in mind that she didn’t ask for it).

Grace note: 

Good manners means not embarrassing or shaming 
someone about theirs. If you must issue some kind of 
corrective advice, try using a story — maybe about a similar 
stumble or an unwitting faux pas of your own — to keep 
things friendly and kind.

How do I tell her she has  
bad table manners?
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Grace note: 

A little ego boost can 
go a long way toward 
making someone feel more 
comfortable or just improving 
their day. Compliments come 
in handy for this. So does 
actually remembering the 
small stuff you chatted about 
the last time you met.

So...here we are, 
with nothing to talk about...
The stress of small talk comes from a pressure to 
perform on the spot as well as discomfort with silence. 
And whether it’s the CEO, the delivery guy, or a total 
stranger, it’s the same basic human interaction. 

A few basic guidelines:

+  Say hello. You can stop there if you want.

+  Don’t overdo it (avoid rambling). This might mean 
avoiding your passion topics.

+  Interruptions happen. You don’t want to be 
fumbling for a conclusion when the person needs 
to get off at his floor or take a call, so stay mentally 
prepared for an abrupt ending.

+  Keep it positive. You don’t want to be the downer in 
someone else’s day.

+  Comment on something common. (Sure, it’s a 
cliche, but it’s okay to discuss the weather.)

+  Comment on something of general interest. 
You can be ready for this every day by scanning top 
news headlines in the morning.

+  Ask a question. Get them talking about themselves. 
People like to do that.

+  Be a good listener. Mirror your conversation 
partner’s energy.

4
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For starters, let’s not respond with increasingly loud/urgent levels of 
“What?” Instead, be clear about what you couldn’t understand and offer 
what you did manage to get:

You can also suggest written form when it’s appropriate (e.g., a text or 
an email). It’s a matter of making the communication breakdown clear, 
without pinning it all on the speaker. He’ll let the comment go if it’s not 
important; he’ll follow up another way if it is.

Grace note: 

Communication failures are frustrating on both sides. Jot off a quick “Sorry it 
took me so long to understand. Thanks for being patient!”

Funny how such a brief and routine thing like a 
greeting can freeze us in our tracks. There are two 
considerations here: 

1.   What are you comfortable with? 

2.   Is it more important to make the other person feel 
comfortable or for you to avoid doing something that 
feels weird to you?

Then you have a choice: You can hesitate for a split 
second and try to follow their lead, or you can signal 
first, by sticking your hand out or opening your arms 
before leaning in for contact. If it ends up being a miss, 
okay, it might feel awkward, but it’s no big deal. Just say, 
“Oops, sorry, misread that one,” with a light laugh.

Grace note: 

Sometimes we’re so used to doing things a certain way that 
we’re taken aback when someone clearly isn’t feeling it. If 
it bothers you, a simple “Everything okay with you?” gives 
them a chance to explain (that they hate hugging, that they 
just got over a cold, that there’s nothing wrong).

I made him repeat himself.   
I still can’t tell what he said!

Do we hug?   
Or shake hands?

+ “Sorry, I’m having trouble understanding you. Can you try rephrasing?” 
+ “I didn’t catch the last few words. You think you left the files where?” 
+ “Could you repeat that again? I couldn’t hear what you said.”
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Kids have such a knack for getting us flustered. Your 
red face, however, isn’t the concern. Your reaction 
to the unintended blunder is. Stay calm and focus on 
minimizing the situation. Does she need a tissue? Is 
he hungry? Should we leave? Once the “crisis” has 
abated, make amends with innocent bystanders. If 
rudeness was involved, explain to your child why it 
wasn’t appropriate. 

Grace note: 

This is going to happen for another decade or more, so find 
the humor in it to help put everyone more at ease.

Bullies thrive on an audience. Your emotional 
reaction and even your silence eggs him on. So take 
those things away from him. Say, “Knock it off,” then 
find a way to extricate his target. Once out of the bully’s 
earshot, let the target know it’s not his fault

Grace note: 

People bully because they’re in emotional pain. When he’s 
not acting out, show him a small kindness, such as saying 
hello in the hallway. With enough consistency, he might 
realize he’s not all bad.

Every time we’re in public,  
my kid manages to 
embarrass me.

I hate seeing him bully people 
at work.

8
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As mortifying as it is to be associated with someone 
rude, let the moment pass without comment. 
Otherwise, the situation might escalate. Later, perhaps 
even a day later, tell your dining companion, “I didn’t like 
how you treated the waiter. It made me uncomfortable.” 
If he acquiesces, problem solved. If not, don’t go out 
with him anymore. It’s that black and white.

Grace note: 

It will make a difference if you can discreetly apologize to 
the waiter, and perhaps add to his tip.

I wish he would stop referring 
to the waiter as “boy.”

BAD  BEHAVIOR
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How infuriating! Once you get your emotions in check, 
try any of the following to lessen the impact:

+  Stop yourself: Don’t repeat the rumor to anyone, 
especially Megan.

+  A temporary way to get him to stop: Change the 
subject by asking for help with something unrelated.

+  An indirect way to get him to stop: Ask him, in 
front of others if possible, if Megan knows and is okay 
with what he’s sharing about her. 

+  A direct way to get him to stop:  
Point out, in front of others, how this couldn’t be true.

Grace note: 

People who spread rumors use titillating information as a 
way to connect with people. Let him know you appreciate 
the other sides of him more than his gossip. 

I can’t believe he’s  
spreading that rumor about 
Megan. It’s simply not true.

http://www.unstuck.com/voting
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Questions about very personal decisions are irksome. 
It’s like your choices are being called into 
question. But that’s not what’s going on. Aunt Gertrude 
noses in because, in her world, it matters if you have 
children (or where you live or what color your hair is). 
She’s seeking balance and continuity. Appease her with 
an upbeat, “I haven’t decided yet,” even if you have.

Grace note: 

If you’re feeling uber-empathetic, engage from her 
perspective: “I’m not sure. Do you think I’ll regret it if I don’t?”

It’s none of her business if  
I’m going to have kids.

BOUNDARY  CROSSING
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We finished eating hours ago. 
Why won’t she leave?
You can wrap up an encounter with kind hints or kind 
confrontation — or passive-aggressive messages. 
Use the tactics below so you don’t have to resort to 
less courageous actions like pulling out the vacuum or 
turning lights on or off.

Kind hints: 

+  Body language that says you’re done: Turn slightly 
away. Stand up. Pull your keys out.

+  Mentioning legitimate limits, like an early appointment 
or lack of sleep, helps connect the dots. 

+  New plans can end current ones: “When can we get 
together again?”

Kind confrontation: 

+  Let them know they’re loved with “It’s been great…,” 
then let them know it’s time to go with “but if I don’t 
go to sleep soon I’ll miss my train in the morning.”

Grace note: 

Have a small parting gift at the ready. It’s a reward for the 
guest who leaves promptly and the best kind of hint for the 
one who won’t budge: “Oh, wait! I wanted to give this to 
you before you left.”

I invited them for two days 
and we’re on day five now!
Try discussing the details of their departure in a helpful way:

If your company stays put anyway, plainly state, “I need to 
you to leave by 8 am tomorrow morning.” Case closed. 

Contacting law enforcement is unthinkable in most 
instances, still, it’s good to know that people who stay 
past their welcome are trespassing (local laws vary). That 
is, unless you accept money from your “guests” to defray 
costs or they receive mail at your address. Then the law 
considers them tenants, covered by your state’s eviction 
rights. Let’s hope it never gets that far.

Grace note: 

Take them out for a farewell dinner or drink. This cements the 
departure date and soothes any ill feelings.

13

 

+ “What are your travel plans?”
+ “Do you need a ride or schedule information?”
+ “Do you want some snacks to take with you?”
+ “This is the best time to avoid traffic.”
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Trust has been broken. Let the offender know 
you’re surprised and disappointed (in those 
words) and end the encounter as soon as you can. 
Then get some security on your device.

Grace note: 

The snooping is a sign of more than nosiness — most likely 
it’s insecurity. If the relationship is important to you, nicely 
ask what he was hoping to discover so you can clear up 
any misunderstandings.

Pick one of the responses below and use it right away. Above all, do 
not engage in quid pro quo as a way to ease your discomfort. 
Discretion, clearly, is not one of her virtues.

Grace note: 

People overshare as a way to make a connection, so find a less uncomfortable 
way to connect with her, like going to a movie together.

I can’t believe he was looking 
at my phone while I was  
in the restroom!

I don’t want to know all these 
personal details she’s telling me.

14 15
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+ Blunt: “I’m probably not the person to tell this to.” 
+ Humor: “Dude! TMI! Ha ha ha!”
+ Helpfulness: “Let’s not talk about this. Someone might hear you.”
+ Overtly empathetic: “It hurts me to hear this. Let’s talk about something else.”
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 Grace note: 

Employ old-fashioned manners. A handwritten note that 
praises the other person’s graciousness in the situation or 
an invitation to coffee to make her feel wanted.

Oops, I said it again.
16

Always apologize clearly:  

“I’m so sorry”

Never sidestep responsibility, as in:

“Did I just say that out loud?”

+  Use self-deprecating humor when you: 
– use the wrong name. 
– forget to invite someone. 
– ruin a surprise.

+  Don’t use any humor when you: 
– send hurtful information to the wrong person in text or email. 
– offend someone’s values, race, or family. 
– make a crude joke.

+  Don’t drag it out. As quickly as you make amends, wrap it up 
and move on.

+  Don’t explain why you said what you did. There is no 
good justification.

It’s amazing how much emotion an inadvertent faux pas can conjure up — usually it’s insecurity, 
sometimes true anger. That’s why it’s critical to address the mistake in the moment. You 
want to contain the emotion and, if possible, diminish it. The quicker the receiver can see you as 
human and genuine, the easier it will be to forget the incident.

FOOT  IN  MOUTH

There’s a
 party 

for you to
night. 

You didn’
t know?

http://www.unstuck.com/voting
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My boss is 100% wrong on 
this. How do I tell him?
If your boss needs to be right, don’t say anything because 
it may end up being your “fault.” But if he’s open to learning, 
plan your conversation around these pointers:

+  Talk in private.

+  Don’t criticize.

+  Present it as your perspective to soften the 
definitiveness of being wrong.

+  Bring up outside factors that may have contributed to 
the wrong move.

+  Suggest a solution that your boss can own.

Grace note: 

Mistakes are a chance to learn. Soothe his ego by saying, 
“Because of this, I’ve learned (fill in the blank).

I know she likes me as more 
than a friend, but I don’t feel 
the same way.

I dread telling my manager 
that I got a new job.

Honesty is the only way to go. She’s already your 
friend, so she’ll see through excuses. That doesn’t mean 
you should say everything you think. Okay to say: “I value 
our friendship, but I don’t want to take it further.” Not okay 
to say: “I would never date anyone as tall as you are.”

Grace note: 

Don’t give her hope that you may change your mind because 
she likely won’t move on if there’s an inkling of a chance.

Remember that you’re in the driver’s seat, then 
impress him with your finesse.

+  Tell him first and in person.

+  Say, “It was a hard decision, but I’ve decided to 
accept a job offer.”

+  Thank him for the opportunities and support he  
gave you.

+  Give two to four weeks’ notice.

+  Collaborate on the best way to transition out.

+  Stay engaged through your last day.

Grace note: 

Schedule one-on-one meetings with close colleagues 
to tell them your news. Focus on the work you’ve done 
together instead of your great new job.

17 1918

HARD  CONVERSATIONS
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She asked me to review her first 
screenplay, but I don’t want to risk 
damaging our friendship over it.
You probably already realize that she’ll see this as a review 
of her, not her work, and that’s a loaded gun. To dodge that 
bullet, tell her you’re flattered but you’re not qualified. If you 
are qualified, then tell her you follow a strict rule of keeping 
professional and personal relationships separate.

Should you decide to accept her request, ask her what kind 
of specific feedback she wants. Does she want you to edit 
dialogue? Look for plot holes? Determine if it’s sale-able? This 
will help maintain expectations.

Grace note: 

Usually when someone says, “Be brutally honest, I can take it,” 
they mean the opposite. If you don’t think your friend can handle 
your type of feedback, regretfully decline.

20
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What you say next can be the difference in whether he walks away feeling 
defensive (which can push him deeper into a misguided point of view) or 
with some awareness that he should be more careful (which gets him to 
think harder about how he offended).

Productive responses can be short and sweet — the important thing is to 
deliver them in a nonthreatening, non-scolding manner. You want to point 
out how his words might make someone feel, not press it as an issue of 
right or wrong. 

Do say… Don’t say…

Grace note: 

If you want to go further and explain why something was offensive, tread carefully 
and think about how you can help this person avoid embarrassment (or worse).  

If it’s not your battle, it’s normal to want to dodge the 
crossfire. But sometimes — especially at work and 
with family — you get stuck in the middle. To extricate 
yourself from the situation, you’ll need to get the 
opposing parties to talk, preferably without you as a 
mediator. A few tips to get there:

+  Keep everyone on the same page. This might 
mean cc-ing people at work, or making sure to speak 
neutrally regardless of who’s around.

+  Don’t get caught up in the role of referee. It’s 
not your job to judge who’s right or wrong, or to 
function as a go-between.

+  Be honest. It’s okay to speak up and tell them they’re 
putting you in a tough spot. Odds are they’re too 
preoccupied with their own viewpoints to notice.

Grace note: 

Lend your ears and a broader perspective to help each side 
vent their frustrations and get ready for compromise. Just 
be careful not to adopt their problems.

I’m getting caught up in  
all this drama — get me  
out of here!

My coworker just said something completely 
offensive, but I don’t think he realizes it.

HEATED  MOMENTS
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+  “What do you mean by that?”
+  “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that.”
+  “I’d really appreciate it if you could keep 

comments like that to yourself.”

+ “What is that supposed to mean?”
+  “You’re not supposed to say things like that!”
+  “Don’t ever say something like that in   

  front of me again.”

http://www.unstuck.com/voting
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23

It’s just about impossible for 
someone to think rationally 
when she’s angry. To 
resolve the situation, you 
want to guide your enraged 
customer toward a calmer 
state — this means letting 
her vent some of it before 
you even attempt to reason 
with her. 

I know we screwed up, but this customer won’t 
stop screaming at me!

Try these simple steps, taking deep breaths and repeating as 
needed, until you reach a stable state:

1.   Acknowledge how she feels. This doesn’t mean you 
have to agree with her, but it does require empathy. One 
way to do this is to reiterate her angry complaints in your 
own words. (“I see. So you feel that you were deceived 
by what was described on the website.”) Repeat this 
step as much as you have to. Your goal is to get her 
anger level down.

2.   Show your understanding. Offer an apology and/or 
test a remedy. (“I’m sorry that you had a bad experience 
shopping with us. I understand how frustrating it was 
for you to go through that. Our policy doesn’t allow 
us to do [what you’re asking for], but we can do [what 
policy states]. Would you consider [what policy states] 
instead?”) No dice? Back to step one!

3.   Gauge their satisfaction and express your 
appreciation, even if your gratitude is mostly about 
never having to go through this with them again. Say 
something about a future state that presumes things will 
be okay. (“Thanks for being understanding. I hope you’ll 
let us know how you like the product, or if something like 
this happens again.”) Her response to this will indicate 
whether you’ve reached a satisfactory conclusion or 
need to keep at the first two steps.

Grace note: 

You put a lot of work into 
reaching a resolution. 
Show your sincerity by 
following up in a couple of 
days. That brief check-in 
will eliminate any residual 
grumbles and help restore 
good faith.

HEATED  MOMENTS
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25 26

She’s seriously ill.

She’s getting divorced.

He lost his job.

Someone died.

When something bad happens to someone 
we know, it’s human nature to 1. worry about it 
happening to you, or 2. feel relieved it’s not you. In 
either case, instinct may say “distance yourself.” 
Fight the urge. Similarly, paying loads of attention 
as a way to show your devotion should be reserved 
only for the closest of relations.

There are certain do’s and don’ts no matter what the 
tragedy and your relationship to the person facing it.

Of course, each kind of misfortune comes 
with its own words to say or not say…

    Do

+  Contact them soon and 
stay in touch.

+  Listen without judgment.

+  Listen to how she’s 
feeling and say it out 
loud, “It’s no wonder it 
seems surreal!”

Say this:

+  How are you feeling 
today? 

+  Don’t worry about 
getting back to me.

+  Can we hug?

Say this:

+  That’s big news. How 
do you feel?

+  Do you want to talk 
about it?

+  I’m here for you.

Say this:

+  When can I take you to 
lunch?

+  When you’re ready, let me 
know if I can help.

+  I’ve always admired your work.

Say this:

+  I’m so sorry.
+  This must be hard.
+  I love you (if appropriate).
+  One of my fondest  

memories of him is…

    Don’t

+  Give advice of any kind.

+  Say, “I know how  
you feel.”

+  Talk about yourself.

+  Start a sentence with 
the diminishing phrase` 
“At least…”

Don’t say this:

+  Have you heard of this  
new treatment?

+  You look so healthy.
+  Did you get a second 

opinion?

Don’t say this:

+  I never liked him/her anyway.
+  I know someone you’d like 

to meet.
+  When one door closes, 

another one opens.

Don’t say this:

+  I’m sure you’ll get a 
new job in no time.

+  What are you going  
to do?

+  Did you hear what 
happened to Helen?

Don’t say this:

+  How are you doing?
+  He’s in a better place.
+  Time heals all wounds.

Grace note: 

One side effect is that her day-to-day life has come undone, 
so offer nonintrusive help like grocery shopping.

Grace note: 

Remind her there is more to life than romance by inviting her to go 
on a hike, play tennis, go bowling, or some other physical activity 
that makes her feel alive and has nothing to do with relationships.

Grace note: 

After a few weeks, offer specific help, like reviewing his resume, 
introducing him to a well-connected associate, holding practice 
interview sessions, or treating him to a movie night.

Grace note: 

Create and mail an album of photos or favorite moments with 
the deceased.

2827

MISFORTUNE  OF  OTHERS

24

Oh, how awful. What do I say? 

http://www.unstuck.com/voting


14 © 2015 Unstuck LLCWhat makes you most uncomfortable? Vote now at Unstuck.com/voting.

This is fraught with emotion, which means you need to stay 
calm when discussing it. If, while talking, tempers flare, table the 
conversation until later. When you’re both even keeled, focus 
on a joint goal: going on vacation, getting out of debt, making 
home repairs. With the dream in mind, show him the reality, using 
bank statements or other documents. His anticipated reaction: Uh-
oh. Now you can get creative together about turning things around. 

A few thought starters:

+  Create a simple budget.

+  Let the spender in the family handle all the bills for a month.

+  Both of you work with a set amount of cash each month to  
build discipline.

+  Hold regular meetings to discuss the state of your money goals.

Grace note: 

Let him know how meaningful his participation is to you. “I love that 
we’re doing this together!”

There’s nothing uncomfortable about saying “yes” when your grown child 
asks to borrow money…unless you’d rather say “no.” And in that case, say: 
“Sorry, I can’t.”

It’s short and to the point. No further explanation is required. Before she 
argues differently, move on to other forms of aid you can supply, 
such as:

+  Help her get a lower credit card interest rate.

+  Find ways to cut back on spending.

+  Suggest a financial counselor.

+  Make meals that she can reheat at home.

If you can’t turn down your child, protect yourself with a signed promissory 
note and stick to a payment schedule.

Grace note: 

Stay firm on your decision. Changing your mind or buying her something will 
confuse and exacerbate the issue, potentially leading to long-term resentment.

I know she’s going to ask for money 
again. At age 30, she shouldn’t have to 
depend on her parents like this.

29 30

MONEY

If my husband doesn’t stop  
spending we’ll go broke, but I don’t 
know how to get him to listen.

http://www.unstuck.com/voting


15 © 2015 Unstuck LLCWhat makes you most uncomfortable? Vote now at Unstuck.com/voting.

Prove to yourself that you deserve one and it will 
boost your confidence to ask your boss. Research 
salary levels for your position. Salary.com is a starting 
place. Write down what you’ve learned, achieved, 
and added to the company. What is the big thing you 
contribute? Ask a coworker for her perspective. Once 
you’ve sold it to yourself, sell it to your boss, presenting 
your case succinctly. 

Grace note: 

Take all the goodness you’ve gathered about yourself and 
discuss it in terms of the company or department (“We 
lowered costs by 30%”) to show you’re a team player.

A couple of polite ways of refusing are “I don’t have 
time now. What’s the website so I can research this at 
home?” and “Can you give me a contact number so I 
can get back to you?” If they keep pushing, say, “Sorry, 
I’m not good at making decisions on the spot,” and walk 
away. When you feel yourself caving, silently ask, 
Do I need this or do I want this? If the answer isn’t 
need, then say so: “I don’t have a need for this in my life.”

Grace note: 

Smile and say, “You don’t have an easy job, and I respect 
your perseverance. Best of luck!”

I can’t bring myself to ask  
for a raise.

I always give in to those pushy 
salespeople who walk up to you, 
and then I’m mad at myself.

MONEY

31 32
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Unsend! Unsend! He’s not 
supposed to see that email!

SECRETS

33 34 35

If the action you can’t undo is likely to confuse or upset 
the other person, speak with him directly. Give it a 
good long think from his point of view first so you can 
approach it from a place of sincere regret, starting with 
“I’m sorry.” But keep it concise. You don’t want to 
make it a bigger deal than it is. Nor do you want 
to sound like you’re justifying the email.

Grace note: 

Next time you or anyone else says something nice about 
this person in an email or text, make sure he “accidentally” 
gets it. 

Hearing a friend speak meanly about you hurts, but take 
a breath and think about why she might have acted this 
way. It could be anything from a thoughtless act to just 
plain bad behavior. Calmly let her know what you 
overheard without pressuring her to explain: “I 
was surprised/hurt to hear you say that. I didn’t know 
that’s how you feel. If you want to talk about it, let me 
know.” At the very least you’ll establish that you know 
what’s taken place. At best she’ll try to clear the air. But 
if she denies, defends, or continues behaving in a false 
manner, then you’ll have learned to be more cautious 
around her. 

Grace note: 

Sometimes people are afraid to say what they really think. 
If you’re feeling generous, give her the chance: “I hope I 
didn’t make you feel you couldn’t be open with me. If I can 
do something to make that easier, let me know.”

If it’s a trivial untruth, cast your indignation aside and let 
it go, noting that you should take what he says with a 
grain of salt.

If it’s more significant, here are three approaches:

+  Hint at what you know and give  
him a chance to change his tune or come clean.

+  Suggest that you don’t buy what he’s saying but 
perhaps you’re misunderstanding something.

+  Confront him directly, stating your need for honest/
accurate communication. 

For a work situation, you might want to document the 
incident. For a repeat offender (pathological liar), consider 
keeping your distance.

Grace note: 

Make it a point to lead by example, being open and 
forthcoming so people feel safe speaking up.

That’s how she talks about me 
when I’m not around?!

I can’t believe he’s lying right  
to my face.

http://www.unstuck.com/voting
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I lied and I think they might 
know it. What am I going to do?

SECRETS

36 37

Fess up. Explain why you were dishonest and 
hope the other person can empathize. Be sure to 
acknowledge that it was mistaken thinking, and 
be careful not to turn it into an excuse. Any loss of trust 
has to be earned back, so be prepared to work for it.

Grace note: 

Even when we’re guilty of wrongdoing, we can get 
frustrated if someone’s slow to accept our apology. Show 
how apologetic you truly feel by being patient and asking 
how you can regain the other person’s trust.

You can’t control what people will say and do, but you 
can learn from mistakes, theirs as well as your own.

+  Don’t blame the messenger. If you said something 
that could hurt another person, it’s your responsibility 
to make amends, even if those words were never 
meant to get out.

+  Consider why Mr. Blabbermouth might have let 
your secret slip, and give him a chance to explain. 
Did it put him in a difficult position? Was it an honest 
mistake?

+  Resolve to not share sensitive information with 
someone who lacks discretion. Inhale. Exhale. Move on.

Grace note: 

Is it possible to forgive and forget? Let him know how 
difficult or disappointing this was for you, and give him a 
second chance — perhaps it will prove to be a learning 
moment for him, too.

That blabbermouth. What part 
of “please don’t tell anyone” 
did he not understand?
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Will he ever stop talking?

THEY JUST  DON’T GET  IT

38 39 40

Yes, if you redirect the topic or shift the energy. 
To change the conversation, tell an appropriate joke 
based on something he’s said. He’ll pause and laugh. 
This is your moment to switch subjects. 

To shift energy so you can get a word in, lean forward 
and assume a calm, patient demeanor. Put your hand 
to your chin, look thoughtful, and let out a “hmmmmm.” 
He’s bound to hesitate for a couple seconds.

Grace note: 

Often, nonstop talking keeps unwanted feelings at bay. 
Interject something positive about what he’s saying and 
add a similar personal experience so the exchange is both 
two-sided and reassuring.

Commenting on her quietness will only 
exacerbate the awkward silence. But don’t try 
chatty small talk, either; it might make her feel put on 
the spot. Instead dig into topics that interest her, or ask 
her about herself. The conversation might be short, but 
it will be meaningful, which will make her more open to 
talking at your next encounter.

Grace note: 

Instead of filling the silence, try to be comfortable sharing it 
with her. To quell awkwardness, reflect on the moment. 

In private, suggest that ending his habit will 
benefit him: “I hear that the boss hates personal 
grooming in the office, so you might want to put your 
clippers in your car.”

Or, present it as your problem, not his: “Did you know 
my mother insisted on clipping my fingernails until I was 
19 years old? To this day, the sound conjures mortifying 
flashbacks for me.”  

Grace note: 

Recognize that, in some way, you probably annoy him, too. 
Start a light-hearted conversation of “let’s clear the air,” in 
which you can both voice your irritations and come up with 
ways to work around them.

How can I have a conversation 
with someone who barely speaks?

How do I get my cubicle mate 
to stop clipping his nails?
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You can download the free iPad app at 
the iTunes store. For other devices, use our 
free web app at unstuck.com.

Just as popular is our free Unstuck Advice 
email. You can browse past issues at 
unstuck.com/advice.html.

We also sell Unstuck Tip Card decks 
targeted at some of life’s stickiest moments:

+ Stop Your Negative Thinking

+ Conjure Your Creativity

+ Boost Your Productivity

+ Stop Your Procrastination

You can learn more about the cards at shop.
unstuck.com.

Unstuck is a philosophy and approach to 
living your best life. It starts by admitting 
when you’re stuck — like being caught in an 
uncomfortable moment — and seeing it as 
an opportunity to make things better.

Unstuck launched in 2012 with the ground-
breaking Unstuck iPad app, which serves as 
a free digital coach that’s ready whenever 
you’re feeling stuck. 

Unstuck is the brainchild of the people at 
SYPartners (sypartners.com), a company 
that consults with business and people 
undergoing large-scale strategic change. 

Since 1994, we’ve worked with the leaders 
of smart companies such as Apple, Nike, 
Facebook, Starbucks, IBM, and Disney to 
help them move past a stuck moment and 
make transformative change.
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