/ Word-for-Word Scripts

for the Conversations Managers Dread

The exact words to use when the conversation is hard, the stakes are high,
and you don't know how to start.

A free toolkit from Key Future Skills
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Nobody hands you the words.

You just became a manager, and suddenly you're expected to have
conversations no one trained you for.

Telling someone they're underperforming. Giving feedback that lands without damaging the
relationship. Saying no to your own boss. Most new managers either avoid these
conversations for weeks, or walk in unprepared and fumble them.

The fix isn't more theory. It's having the right words ready before you walk in. Below are
seven scripts you can use word-for-word, or adapt to your own voice. Each one opens the
conversation in a way that's honest, kind, and clear.

Use them in your next 1-on-1. Then keep this handy for the ones you see coming.
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1. When someone is underperforming
The conversation you keep putting off

WHAT TO SAY

| wanted to talk about something because | think you're capable of more than what I've been
seeing lately — and | want to understand what's getting in the way. Can we walk through it
together?

Tip: This states the gap without attacking the person. It signals belief, not blame — which keeps them
open instead of defensive.

2. When you need to give critical feedback
Feedback that lands without bruising

WHAT TO SAY

Can | share an observation? When [specific behaviour] happened, the impact was [specific

result]. | don't think that's what you intended, so | wanted to flag it early. How are you seeing
it?

Tip: Name the behaviour and its impact — not the personality. Ending with a question turns a verdict into a
dialogue.

3. When you have to say no to your boss
Pushing back without damaging the relationship

WHAT TO SAY

| want to get this right, so let me be straight with you. If | take this on now, it puts [existing
priority] at risk. | can do one well, or both late. Which matters more to you right now?

Tip: You're not refusing — you're making the trade-off visible and handing them the decision. That reads
as ownership, not resistance.
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4. When someone is repeatedly late
Addressing a pattern, not a one-off

WHAT TO SAY

I've noticed the last few mornings have started late, and | wanted to check in rather than let
it slide. Is everything okay? And can we agree on what a normal start looks like going
forward?

Tip: Lead with care, then set the expectation. Assuming good intent first makes the boundary easier to
hear.

5. When you delegate something important
Handing off without losing control

WHAT TO SAY

I'd like you to own this one. Here's what a great outcome looks like: [clear result]. I'll check
in on [date], and until then it's yours — come to me if you hit a wall.

Tip: Define the outcome and the check-in point up front. That's what lets you step back without
micromanaging.

6. When two people on your team are clashing
Defusing tension before it spreads

WHAT TO SAY

I've picked up that things have been tense between you two, and I'd rather address it than
pretend | haven't noticed. Help me understand what's going on — one at a time — so we
can find a way forward.

Tip: Naming the tension calmly takes away its power. You're not assigning blame; you're opening a path
to resolve it.

7. When you have to deliver bad news to the team
Saying the hard thing with steadiness

WHAT TO SAY

| want to be honest with you about something, because you deserve to hear it directly from
me. Here's what's happening: [clear facts]. Here's what it means for us, and here's what |
need from you.

Tip: Directness is a kindness. Facts, then impact, then the ask — in that order — keeps people calm and
oriented.
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These are 7 of 200+.

You just handled seven hard conversations. There's a script for almost every other
one you'll face.

Get the complete Script Vault

Inside The Manager Key — our membership for new and developing managers —
you'll find the full Hard Talk script vault, a difficult-conversations playbook, a fresh
leadership toolkit every month, a full eBook library, and a 24/7 Al leadership coach.

$17/month - Cancel anytime - Full back catalogue included

member.keyfutureskills.com
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Key Future Skills — tools, not theory.
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