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Mastering Difficult 
Client Conversations

Role Play
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Client conversations are a big part of veterinary medicine, and sometimes, they can be 
challenging.  There are a lot of reasons why a client conversation might become difficult but there 
are also simple steps that you can take to handle almost any challenging client interaction.
Practicing these steps will help you become more comfortable at successfully engaging in and 
tackling these conversations.

Overview
In pairs, practice preparing for and executing difficult client conversations.  Each person will have 
the opportunity to play the role of the team member and the client.

If you are the Team Member, prepare how you would approach a difficult conversation using 
pregame preparation, questioning techniques, identifying solutions, and providing follow-up. 

If you are the Client, you will have two jobs.  First, use the scenario that you’ve been given to 
engage with your partner as if you were having an emotional response, such as anger or 
frustration.  Second, listen closely to your partner and provide them with constructive feedback on 
their approach to this difficult conversation. 

• Team Member: p. 2-4
• Client: p. 5

Scenario 1 – Running Behind Schedule

• Team Member: p. 6-8
• Client: p. 9

Scenario 2 – Surprising Test Results



Scenario 1 – Running Behind Schedule

Role: Team Member 

Directions: If you are playing the role of the team member, carefully read the scenario below.  
After reading the scenario, use the Difficult Client Conversations Discussion Template on 
pages 3-4 to reflect and prepare for the conversation with your partner (the client).

When you and your partner are ready to start, let your partner (the client) begin by stating the 
problem or issue.  During the conversation, refer to the Difficult Client Conversations Discussion 
Template as a guide.

After the conversation, give your partner the opportunity to provide constructive feedback on what 
you did well and suggestions for improvement.  You can record any feedback, notes, or 
suggestions in the Feedback Form on page 10.

.

It is 5:25 p.m. on a Friday afternoon.  You have had a tremendously busy week and today 
is no different.  You have been on your feet all day, handling back-to-back appointments 
including a snapping Chihuahua and an aggressive Siamese.  You are looking forward to 
ending your day with the last appointment at 5:30 p.m.  

Just then, a client rushes in with her Springer Spaniel who ate a party-size bag of M&Ms.  
You immediately work to calm the owner and begin the process of caring for the dog.  
You patiently explain that you must consult with the doctor before bringing the dog back 
to be seen.  While speaking with the owner, you see the doctor down the hallway, 
packing up their things to leave for the day.  You have a good working relationship with 
the doctor, but still worry about their reaction to the news that they will have to stay late 
tonight.

Meanwhile, the 5:30 p.m. appointment just walked through the door, but you are the only 
one currently available to tend to the sick dog.  While you walk away to talk with the 
doctor, you wonder how the waiting client will react to this unexpected delay.
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Difficult Client Conversations Discussion Template

The Pregame – use questions to see the situation from your client’s perspective.  

Consider: What level of service do I expect when I go to an appointment?  What 
information would help me to be more understanding if my appointment did not start on 
time?

Listening Questions/Statements – use listening questions and statements to 
completely understand the client’s perspective, let the client feel heard, help them 
move from an emotional state, and let the client see you as a partner.

Write a listening question/statement that you might use with this client:

Partnering Questions/Statements – use partnering questions and statements to let 
your client know that you are working with them, not against them.

Write a partnering question/statement that you might use with this client:

1

2

3

Example: Tell me more about how you are feeling right now.

Example: What else do I need to know about your experience today in order for us to 
make it better next time?
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Solving Questions - use solving questions to move forward with a solution together.

Write a solving question that you might use with this client:

Solutions – determine which solution(s) would be most appropriate for this situation: 
informational solution, transactional solution, additional resource solution, or 
relationship solution.

What solution(s) do you feel is best for this situation? 

Follow Up – follow up with your client to ensure problem resolution.

How would you follow up with this client? 

4

5

6

Example: I would like for us to work together to make the rest of your 
appointment a pleasant one.  Can we do that?



Scenario 1 – Running Behind Schedule

Role: Client

Directions: If you are playing the role of the client, carefully read the scenario below.  After reading 
the scenario, imagine how you might react if you were in the same situation.  Would you be upset, 
angry, or frustrated?  

When you and your partner are ready to start, you will begin the conversation by stating the 
problem or issue.  Remember, you are playing the role of a client who is experiencing an emotional 
response, so let your words, actions, and body language reflect this.

After you and your partner finish this role play, provide constructive feedback to your partner on 
how they handled the conversation.  Describe what they did well and provide specific, detailed 
suggestions for improvement.  You can record any feedback, notes, or suggestions in the 
Feedback Form on page 10.

.

What a week!  You’ve been working overtime to meet a critical deadline on a high-profile 
project.  You rushed to hand over the project this afternoon because you had to leave 
early to get your dog to the vet’s office for her annual exam.  Your work schedule can be 
tricky to navigate with never-ending conference calls and unexpected travel, so fitting in 
today’s appointment was no easy task.  

You are right on time, which is great because you need to wrap up this appointment, get 
home, get changed, and make it back out for a dinner across town.  When you walk up to 
the front desk to check in, you are told that the staff is running behind and to take a seat.  
You aren’t given any time frame for when to expect to be seen and you feel yourself begin 
to tense up as you wonder if you’ll make it to your dinner on time.
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Scenario 2 – Surprising Test Results

Role: Team Member (Veterinarian)

Directions: If you are playing the role of the team member, carefully read the scenario below.  
After reading the scenario, use the Difficult Client Conversations Discussion Template on 
pages 7-8 to reflect and prepare for your conversation with your partner (the client).

When you and your partner are ready to start, you will begin the conversation.  During the 
conversation, refer to the Difficult Client Conversations Discussion Template as a guide.

After the conversation, give your partner the opportunity to provide constructive feedback on what 
you did well and suggestions for improvement.  You can record any feedback, notes, or 
suggestions in the Feedback Form on page 10.

.

Last week you saw a terrier mix, Rex, for a wellness exam.  The owner said that Rex gets 
regular exercise, has a good appetite, and doesn’t take any medications other than a 
heartworm preventative.  The physical exam revealed no significant health concerns and 
overall, he seemed like a happy and healthy dog.

As part of the wellness visit, you also ran a routine blood test.  Today, you received the 
results back from the lab showing elevated liver enzymes and you suspect that Rex may 
have some type of liver disease.  You think it is best to move forward with an abdominal 
ultrasound and a bile acid test in order to make a conclusive diagnosis. 

You pick up the phone to call Rex’s owner and share the lab results along with your 
recommendation for follow-up testing.  You expect this news will come as a surprise to 
the owner since Rex isn’t showing any outward signs of illness, not to mention the 
additional testing and ultrasound will cost several hundred dollars.
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Difficult Client Conversations Discussion Template

The Pregame – use questions to see the situation from your client’s perspective.  

Consider: What would I want to know if this was my pet?  What does the client need to 
understand about the additional testing that will help them to see its value?

Use your reflection during the pregame to prepare for how you will begin the 
conversation with your partner (the client).  Below is an example of how you 
might start:

Hi.  I’m calling as a follow up to Rex’s wellness exam.  I just reviewed his blood 
test results and noticed elevated liver enzymes.  This may be an indication that 
Rex might have some type of liver disease.  This may come as a surprise to you 
because from outward appearances, he looks great.  To ensure that I diagnose 
Rex accurately, my recommendation is that we schedule a time for you to bring 
him back in for an abdominal ultrasound and a bile acid test.  These tests will 
give me valuable information to make sure we give Rex the best possible 
treatment.

Listening Questions/Statements – use listening questions and statements to 
completely understand the client’s perspective, let the client feel heard, help them 
move from an emotional state, and let the client see you as a partner.

Write a listening question/statement that you might use with this client:

1

2

Example: Tell me more about your thoughts and feelings regarding the information 
that I have shared.
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Partnering Questions/Statements – use partnering questions and statements to let 
your client know that you are working with them, not against them.

Write a partnering question/statement that you might use with this client:

Solving Questions - use solving questions to move forward with a solution together.

Write a solving question that you might use with this client:

Solutions – determine which solution(s) would be most appropriate for this situation: 
informational solution, transactional solution, additional resource solution, or 
relationship solution.

What solution(s) do you feel is best for this situation? 

Follow Up – follow up with your client to ensure problem resolution.

How would you follow up with this client? 

3

5

6

4

Example: I would like to work together to figure out the best path forward for you 
and Rex.

Example: Are you ready for us to talk more about the next steps for Rex?



Scenario 2 – Surprising Test Results

Role: Client

Directions: If you are playing the role of the Client, carefully read the scenario below.  After 
reading the scenario, imagine how you might react.  How might your personal challenges and 
experiences affect how you react to unexpected or upsetting news?

When you and your partner are ready to start, your partner (the team member) will begin the 
conversation.  Remember, you are playing the role of a client who is receiving unexpected news 
and experiencing an emotional response, so let your words, actions, and body language reflect 
this.

After you and your partner finish this role play, provide constructive feedback to your partner on 
how they handled the conversation.  Describe what they did well and provide specific, detailed 
suggestions for improvement.  You can record any feedback, notes, or suggestions in the 
Feedback Form on page 10.

.

Your terrier mix, Rex, is such a good boy!  He just had his wellness visit with your 
veterinarian last week and your understanding was that he passed with flying colors.  You 
are grateful that Rex is healthy; it is positive news in what has turned out to be a very 
difficult year.  

At the beginning of the year, your employer of more than 10 years went through a 
downsizing which caused you to get laid off.  Luckily, you found a new job, but you’re still 
working to get adjusted.  On top of a career change, a close family member was 
diagnosed with a serious, but treatable illness which has left you shaken.  Throughout the 
stress of this year, Rex has been your rock and your companion.  

Your phone rings and you see your veterinarian’s phone number on the caller ID.  
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Feedback Form

.
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Select the role that you played for this scenario:
 Team Member
 Client

Feedback:

Scenario 1 – Running Behind Schedule

Select the role that you played for this scenario:
 Team Member
 Client

Feedback:

Scenario 2 – Surprising Test Results
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