


I've been helping executives, teams, and 
mediators build alignment, forge better 
decisions, and preserve key relationships 
for over two decades.

Gain insight into a difficult dynamic 
Clients ask me how I know where to start when setting out to change the course of a 
difficult conversation or dynamic. Difficult dynamics are usually complicated, after 
all, often the result of months or even years of strain and problems. 

I wrote The Disagree Better Guide to share a simple framework I developed for 
gaining insight into a difficult dynamic and figuring out where best to spend energy in 
changing it for the better.
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Sound decisions, healthy team dynamics, and resilient personal and professional 
relationships don’t require or even particularly benefit from an absence of conflict. 

Healthy, resilient and fulfilling personal and professional relationships have conflict 
— sometimes a lot of it. How you navigate the conflict and what you do to nourish 
the relationship in general matter at least as much as, and perhaps more than, the 
amount or degree of conflict. 

When there’s conflict and tension, the goal isn’t to abolish it, but to navigate it in 
ways that won’t damage the relationship and use it to inspire deeper consideration 
of options and solutions. 

To disagree better means that if you want to turn a difficult conversation into a 
more rewarding one, approach it differently. How you disagree influences what 
transpires.

What does it mean to disagree better?



Four dimensions influence every 
conversation. When conversations 
become difficult, one or more of the four 
dimensions usually needs attention. 

One effective way to change the course 
of a difficult conversation or dynamic is 
to attend to the dimension(s) that most 
influence how things are unfolding. 

The following pages will help you figure 
out where to put your attention.

The Disagree Better frameworkTM



Communication
How we express ourselves and exchange information 1
Word choice, good listening skills and habits, body language, and careful attention to 
others all contribute to effective communication. It’s common to hear conflict and 
disagreement blamed on communication problems. While communication is not at 
the root of all conflict, the attribution is popular because communication does often 
play a vital role. 

To explore the Communication Dimension of a conversation, consider…

How can we strengthen the way we talk when 
there’s disagreement? 

 What could help us be better listeners? 

 Do we acknowledge and try hard to understand 
each other, even when we still disagree? 

How can we avoid the spiral of silence?

Do we use questions more to trap, manipulate, 
and express judgment, or more to gain insight and 
understanding? 

Am I modeling good attentiveness to others when 
conversations get difficult (instead of checking 
email, texting, and other forms of multitasking)?

https://tammylenski.com/conflict-at-work-may-be-the-snake-under-the-rug/


Mental Models
How we make sense of things 2
We use mental models to make sense of our world and experiences. Mental models 
are the beliefs, frameworks, mental images, and generalizations we use to understand 
and explain what’s happening. Specific mental models aren’t “wrong” or “right.” A 
mental model that’s helpful in one circumstance can be ineffective in another. 

To explore the Mental Models Dimension of a conversation, consider…

What beliefs or assumptions (about the problem, 
each other, the situation, culture, etc) are we each 
making? 

Have we expressed and discussed those “pictures 
in our heads”? 

How is our area of expertise (engineering, social 
work, law, dog training, homemaking, etc) 
informing our mental models? How is it 
contributing to our blind spots?

How are our private characterizations of anyone 
involved (“angry,” “manipulative,” “freight train,” 
“passive-aggressive,” “wimp,” “bully,” etc) playing a 
role in how we’re solving the problem? 

If we could pretend, for just a few minutes, that 
our characterization is completely wrong, how 
might we view the problem differently?



Self-Mastery
How we stay centered under pressure 3
The best conflict resolution and communication skills in the world are little use if we 
can't access them when we need them most. Self-mastery is about being able to think 
clearly, respond nimbly, and maintain our equilibrium in the face of difficult and 
stressful interactions. 

To explore the Self-Mastery Dimension of a conversation, consider…

What could improve our interpersonal dynamics? 
(Pro tip: What gets in someone else's way may not 
bother you -- but don't discount it.) 

What kinds of words or circumstances tend to 
throw us off balance, individually or as a pair/
group? 

How can we strike the right balance between being 
honest and direct, and being fair and considerate?

What can we individually do to support each 
others' equilibrium when conversation gets 
difficult? 

What can we each do to keep our own balance 
when conversation gets difficult?



Process
How we orchestrate the conversation 4
The success of a difficult conversation isn’t dependent solely on what happens 
during the conversation. The way we set the stage beforehand, and then begin the 
conversation, can play an important role in effective results. Good problem-solving 
process is like a road map — it orients us to where we are and how we’ll know when 
we’ve arrived at a destination. 

To explore the Process Dimension of a conversation, consider…

What is the problem we’re trying to solve? If we 
each were to name out loud the meaningful 
problem we are trying to solve together, would we 
be on the same page? (Pro tip: Go ahead and do 
this; don’t guess.) 

Can we each identify the general process we’re 
using to talk through and address the problem? Do 
our approaches generally align?

Do we hurry through or avoid parts of the problem 
that feel uncomfortable to discuss? (Pro tip: Don’t 
hurry through the Groan Zone.) 

How will we decide? Will our usual decision 
method serve us well in this situation?

https://tammylenski.com/surviving-conflict-groan-zone/


You will usually notice that 1-2 of the dimensions have stronger influence than 
others on the way your conversations unfold. These are the dimensions to address. 
Pro tip: When we look hard at our conversations, we can usually identify problems 
in every dimension. Don’t let this cause you to throw up your hands in despair. 
Focusing on 1-2 dimensions that stand out most strongly will often provide you with 
rewarding results. 

For the dimension(s) you identify has having the biggest impact: 

• How can we improve the problems identified in that dimension? 
• What elements in that dimension would benefit from discussion by those 

involved (workplace team, family, clients, etc)? 
• What elements in that dimension might benefit from private discussion with an 

individual? 
• What will you yourself do differently? (Pro tip: Don’t skip this one.) 
• Pro tip: Don’t use this guide to judge them, then announce their flaws. Instead, 

give them a copy and invite their own reflections. If they see things differently, 
recognize that you each hold a bit of the truth.

Putting it all together



For a deeper dive:

Introducing the Disagree Better email series
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https://tammylenski.com/conflict-resolution-tools/disagree-better-email-series/

https://tammylenski.com/cornerstone/disagree-better/

7 proven practices you can use immediately

https://tammylenski.com/conflict-resolution-tools/disagree-better-email-series/
https://tammylenski.com/cornerstone/disagree-better/

