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It is not uncommon to hear an employee say “it’s not so much what they told me, it’s how they did it that makes me angry.”





Whether it is laying off employees, outsourcing a division, giving news of a merger, demoting someone, or something else that is in the “bad news” category, it is challenging for most supervisors and managers to do the process well. To make the process a respectful one, it takes energy, resilience, and a willingness to not personalize a possibly angry response. 





The dilemma is the simple fact that many supervisors and managers are personally depleted and professionally stretched these days. With numerous stressors and short turn-around times, it can seem too hard to take the time and the steps that good communication necessitates. Besides being depleted, not many of us feel particularly comfortable with intense feelings at work such as anger and sadness, especially if they may be directed at us.





As with anything that is hard to do, each of us needs to weigh our choices of behavior and the consequences of those choices. When we choose to avoid the hard conversations, there are consequences in the workplace such as: 





Employees feel more demoralized, less valued, and report feeling suddenly “invisible” when they perceive that management tried to avoid them or didn’t deal with them directly regarding bad news.


The goodwill and loyalty that may have been built up over many years is eroded. Those who may not be the recipients of the bad news and are still in the organization are acutely aware of the process and how employees believe they have been treated. As a result, damage is done to future trust levels.


Difficult news that may initially have a limited impact takes on a bigger life and becomes a broader employee focus if management is viewed as inauthentic, uncaring, or avoidant of difficult conversations.


A supervisor’s own confidence may be shaken by thoughts of “what I should have done but didn’t do.”





If one believes that the consequences are significant enough that direct communication must be a priority even if it is hard, the next step is looking at what will help the process:





As you are in the midst of juggling numerous demands, remind yourself that communication is the one area where it rarely pays to cut corners. We often end up paying more later if we don’t pay at the front end. This is true with a variety of communication needs, but it is particularly true with the communication of bad news.


After bad news has been delivered, even though you may have no additional information, meet with staff again. The goal of the second meeting is to reiterate what is known, perhaps share your own reaction to the news, and ask employees directly about their reactions. One of the most respectful things that a leader can do is be willing to listen to reactions that may be hard to hear and also be willing to acknowledge how the employee has been affected.


(Continued on next page.)


Something that each leader needs to remember before a meeting that may be emotionally tense is: the goal of the meeting is to interact respectfully with each person and honor their unique response as legitimate. It is not the time to defend; it is the time to let employees be heard. 


It is OK to be authentic with staff and say “I don’t know” if you don’t have an answer.


Besides listening, acknowledging the impact of a decision, and offering empathy, it is also important to offer hope. Hope does not mean “buck up, get over it” or “this isn’t really a big deal and you’ll be fine.” Hope is the reminder to employees that this is a difficult time. Share your belief that each person will get through this, though it may be in very different ways, and that each person’s life is affected by this change. Ask the question, “How can we best help each other through this time?”


Take a look at how you are taking care of yourself personally and in your management role. If you are depleted, your capacity to have these conversations may well be limited.


Be prepared with your own support system. It’s important to talk about what you want to communicate to employees and have a place to debrief after the meeting. It is also helpful to sort through what was heard from employees and look at what you may want to take ownership of vs. which responses are more about the other person or the news itself. 


Most employees find it easier to move on if the difficulties of the process and the losses involved are acknowledged. You don’t need to rush a group too quickly into how bright the future may look. Being willing to acknowledge what will be lost doesn’t mean that you are saying that a bad decision was made. It may be a bright future and this may be the right decision, but dealing with the process means you can’t force it to be a decision that employees like and embrace immediately.


Remember, as a leader, you have probably had more time and perhaps more control over the decision that was made. This means you will be further along in the process of accepting and adapting to the news. 


Ask yourself the question, “If I was on the receiving end of this news, how would I want to be treated and what would I want to see from my leadership?”





It’s hard work being a supervisor or manager these days. It’s hard to be an employee, too. With that in mind, and with so many things we cannot control, it makes sense to focus on the things we can control. Some of the most significant things we each control include how we treat one another and how we appreciate one another. This also includes tackling the hard conversations. 





For consultation regarding any workplace challenge, call The Sand Creek Group at 1-888-243-5744 and speak with one of our EAP consultants.





















































The Sand Paper is a quarterly newsletter produced by Sand Creek Group, Ltd.  











Sand Creek clients and customers are welcome to reprint this article. All others must first request permission by contacting:





Sand Creek Group, Ltd.


610 N Main Street #200


Stillwater, MN  55082





651-430-3383


888-243-5744





www.sandcreekeap.com


info@sandcreekeap.com











Sand Creek’s Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) are designed to address employees' personal and work-related problems with care and confidentiality. For more information on EAP services, please contact Sand Creek.
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