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Application 

 The left hand/right hand column exercise is a tool to help 

examine and improve conversations that have proved 

difficult 

 It is a way of exploring what has not been said, and can help 

clarify each person’s dilemma in the conversation 

 Try using this tool in coaching conversations to help improve 

the outcome of a conversation that you are expecting to be 

challenging or difficult 

 Start by identifying a past conversation with the individual 

that proved difficult or challenging 

This tool originates from Chris Argyris at Harvard and is detailed in Peter Senge’s book “The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook" 
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Left Hand/Right Hand Column Exercise 

What was actually said by you and  

by the other person 
What  I was thinking or feeling 

1 Write out a past conversation that 

was difficult or challenging. 

Try and write what was said 

verbatim (as best you remember 

it). If it was a long conversation 

select a short section which felt 

the most challenging. Leave 

space between what you said and 

what the other person said. 

2 Alongside the words your said, 

use the left hand column to write 

what you were feeling or thinking 

at that time. Try and start these 

with the word “I”.  
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Left Hand/Right Hand Column Exercise 

Looking at the two columns try and construct a different way of having the 

conversation that might have led to a better outcome. Some test questions to 

explore might be: 

•What did you not say and what prevented you from saying it? 

•What did the other person not say and what may have prevented them from 

saying it? 

•What dilemma did you face in the conversation? 

•What dilemma might the other person have faced in the conversation? 

•How might you have constructively expressed your dilemma? 

•How could you have explored or enquired about the other person’s dilemma? 

3 
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Left Hand/Right Hand Column Exercise 

Practise what you would like to say to the other person to help achieve a better 

outcome (yes, out loud!). Ideally, ask someone (e.g. a coach) to rehearse the 

conversation with you and role play the other person (in confidence).  

• Tip: start what you say in a way that shows acknowledgement of the two 

sides to the conversation and your contribution to what made the 

conversation difficult (e.g. “I found our last conversation difficult, and I realise I 

didn’t say somethings as I didn’t wish to appear foolish..” or “I’m worried 

about this conversation, and I’ve been wondering what I could do to help it go 

better than our last one…”).  

• Try and disclose some of your unspoken feelings (where you think this will 

helpful and constructive). Avoid leading with a reassertion of your point of 

view as this will likely induce a reassertion of the other person point of view 

and leave you both stuck! 

4 
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LEFT-HAND COLUMN RIGHT-HAND COLUMN 

 

Thoughts and feelings 

 

What was present but not said 

 

Lisa... 

 

Mike... 

 

Lisa.... 

 

“What was said” 

Dealing with the Left-Hand Column to reduce its interference and 

make important information accessible to the conversation  



www.dorianbaroni.com 
7 

WHAT WAS I THINKING/FEELING? WHAT WAS SAID? 

We’re two months late and I didn’t think he 

knew. I was hoping we could catch up. 

 

 

I need to make it clear that I take responsibility 

for this; but I don’t want to volunteer for more 

work. 

 

 

 

He never offers this help in the planning 

stages when I could really use it. It’s too late to 

bring that up now. 

 

 

The changes he keeps making are the reason 

we’re late. He must have another one. 

 

 

 

It’s a shame I can’t tell him he’s the cause of 

the delays. If I can hold off for two more 

weeks, I think we’ll be ready. 

MIKE: Lisa, I’d like to come down there next 

week. We’re a few weeks behind and I think 

we might all benefit from a meeting at your 

office. 

 

ME: I’m very concerned about these deadlines. 

As you know, we’ve had some tough luck here 

and we’ve been working around the clock. But 

of course we’ll squeeze in a meeting at your 

convenience. 

 

MIKE: Well, it occurred to me that we could 

use better coordination between us. There are 

probably ways I could help. 

 

ME: Well, I’m happy to talk trough any changes 

you had in mind. 

 

MIKE: I don’t have anything specific in mind. 

 

ME: I’d like to have a prototype finished to 

show you before you come down. What if we 

set up something for the 27th? 
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For more info, please contact 

us at 

dorian@dorianbaroni.com  

 

 

 

thank you 

mailto:dorian@dorianbaroni.com

