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How to deal with the
elephant in the room  

Three strategies to 
improve communication and trust 



Reduced productivity
Signs of low trust 
Stifled dialogue 
Drama (!) unrelated to the real issue 

Elephants in the room . . . You know that uncomfortable tension between two
people, the palpable energy in a room that makes people feel like they must walk
delicately on eggshells, or cautiously phrase what they are going to say. We all
know that infamous elephant in the room. 

The elephants may show up by: 

How to deal with the elephants? Three strategies: 

                      determine if the elephant needs to be addressed. 

In Kerri’s Leadership Tips & Communication private group (join, it’s free), 80% of the
leaders voted no – the elephant does not always need to be addressed. 

In determining if the elephant needs to be addressed, yourself: 

Is this my elephant? Some of the clients I work with describe being inadvertently
triangulated as they advocate for someone else and call out the elephant. 

What is my motivation to call out the elephant?  As leaders, we all have a knee-
jerk need to fix things. Our skills at fixing things is part of why we were promoted
in the first place. However, addressing elephants on behalf of others is a rescue
mindset and does little to empower others to problem solve. Sometimes the
deeper leadership work (and arguably much harder!) is helping others address the
elephant in the room.

Is the other party ready to discuss the elephant? Denial, stubbornness, ego,
resistance – these barriers can influence a person’s readiness to discuss an
elephant in the room. It may be too big of a jump to dive into the real issue, so ask
yourself what topics might engage the other person. Build trust and a relationship
so that when the more difficult conversation about the elephant emerges, there is
enough relational bandwidth to have a healthy conversation. 

FIRST



Feelings expressed in the statement, “I feel angry / frustrated / concerned/
undermined” are powerful because no one can argue what you feel.  Of course, what we
do with our feelings can be problematic, but true “I feel____” statements are ours to
own.  They are statements of fact.  

The “I feel ____” statements are more likely to pull the other party into the conversation.  
It is a small(er) person that says, “I don’t care” when you say, “I feel hurt.”  If you share
your feelings, it is more likely to draw the other person into the conversation and more
effectively address the elephant in the room. 

                               Guess what the elephant might be

                   Use “I feel _____” statements. 

SECOND

THIRD

No doubt the word “guess” causes a anxious pit
to form in the of your stomach. Here is the irony:
addressing the elephant in the room is all about
conversation, so it doesn’t matter if your guess is
correct or not.Either way, your guess will get the
conversation started. If your guess is correct,
the conversation is on the right track. If your
guess is not correct, then the other party will tell
you what the real issue is and his/her response
gets the conversation on the right track. 

When we there is an elephant in the room, sharing our feelings and being vulnerable is one of the
last things we feel like doing.  Feelings and being vulnerable are two powerful tools in addressing
elephants.  Why?  Two reasons:

Without question, healthy relationships have established norms for addressing elephants in the
room.  If the elephant is not worth addressing, healthy relationships have strategies to let go. 

 My specialty is helping leaders and team develop healthy interpersonal dynamics so that work is
happier, easier and more productive. If you want to learn more about how I can help you and your
team, please contact me at kerri.burchill@nscoaching.net 
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Kerri  provides leadership coaching and
consulting.  She helps leaders and teams
with interpersonal communication through
training and development, facilitation,
speaking and coaching. 
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