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Why Conversations Go Sideways 

Even when a conversation begins with good intentions, it can quickly shift. A misunderstanding, emotional 
reaction, change in tone, or familiar pattern can move people away from understanding and toward 
defending, withdrawing, reacting, or escalating. 

Difficult conversations become even harder when we enter them without considering our capacity, the 
purpose of the conversation, or what each person may need to participate effectively. 

Before emotionally charged or complex conversations, it can help to establish guardrails. Simple agreements 
that create enough structure to help both people navigate the conversation. 

Prepare the system before asking the system to handle something difficult. 

 

What Are Guardrails? 

Guardrails are intentional agreements and practices designed to help people: 

• Stay regulated and engaged  

• Create emotional and relational safety  

• Reduce misunderstanding and unnecessary escalation  

• Clarify what each person needs  

• Stay oriented toward the purpose of the conversation  

Guardrails don't guarantee a comfortable conversation. They help create the conditions for a more workable 
one. 

 

Before the Conversation 

Take a moment to consider: 

• How do I want to show up? How do we want to show up? 
Consider your intentions and the relationship you want to protect.  

• What do I need to navigate this conversation well? 
Consider mood, capacity, timing, environment, and sensitivity of the topic.  

• What is my role? 
Am I being asked to listen, understand, support, explore, or problem-solve?  



• What do I need to avoid? 
Notice habits that can derail the conversation—defending, interrupting, criticizing, withdrawing, fixing, 
or assuming.  

• What are we working toward? 
Clarify the purpose without requiring a particular outcome.  

 

The Guardrails Framework 

1. Safety 

What do we need to remain engaged in this conversation? 

Identify specific behaviors that make it easier or harder to communicate openly. 

Example: 

Speaker: “I want to talk about something difficult. Could you let me finish before responding and try not to 
sigh or shake your head while I'm talking?” 

Listener: “I may disagree with some of it.” 

Speaker: “That's okay. I'm not asking you to agree. I'd like you to understand what I'm saying first.” 

Listener: “Okay. I'll listen first.” 

 

2. Orientation 

Why are we having this conversation, and what role do we need from each other? 

Clarify whether the goal is to listen, understand, support, explore, make a decision, or problem-solve. 

Example: 

Speaker: “Something from the party has been bothering me. I'd like to tell you what happened for me. Can 
you listen first?” 

Listener: “You want me to understand before we try to solve anything?” 

Speaker: “Yes. Then we can talk about it together.” 

Listener: “Okay. Can we walk while we talk? I focus better that way.” 

 



3. Attunement 

Do we have the capacity for this conversation right now? 

Check your emotional and physical readiness. Consider stress, fatigue, distractions, time, and your ability to 
stay present. 

Example: 

Speaker: “Something that happened this morning bothered me.” 

Listener: “I want to hear it. I barely slept and I'm already short-tempered. Could we talk after dinner when I 
can be more present?” 

Speaker: “Yes. Let's come back to it tonight.” 

Rescheduling isn't necessarily avoidance when there is a clear commitment to return. 

 

4. Plan 

How will we navigate the conversation when things get difficult? 

Identify what helps you stay connected and how you will course-correct if either person begins to struggle. 

Example: 

Listener: “You suddenly got quiet. Did something change?” 

Speaker: “When you crossed your arms and shook your head, I started feeling like you weren't listening.” 

Listener: “I didn't realize I was doing that. I'm still listening. Please keep going.” 

Small adjustments can prevent a difficult moment from becoming a larger rupture. 

 

Remember 

Guardrails aren't about controlling the other person or eliminating disagreement. They create enough 
structure for two people to navigate something difficult while protecting the relationship. 

Safety → Orientation → Attunement → Plan 

The goal isn't a perfect conversation. It's creating conditions that make understanding, regulation, 
flexibility, and repair more possible. 

 


