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One of the things that defensive behaviors can accomplish, when they are effective, is that they result in pushing someone away, avoiding responsibility or diverting attention elsewhere. All of us have some style of defensiveness that we may use when we feel criticized, our back is against the wall, or we feel challenged. The behaviors and intensity vary widely and may include such things as tears, silence, sarcasm, blame, anger, threats, denial, or minimizing. Some of us rarely become defensive and others live with defensiveness as a way of life. We also each have certain defensive behaviors which may bother us more than others. The result of this is that we can end up avoiding an employee who has a defensive style that we don’t know what to do with or we consistently get hooked and escalate with our own behavior. Either way, the result can be a challenge to supervise certain employees because of their response and then your own discomfort. Keep in mind that the more you back off from giving the feedback or buy into the employee’s defensive style, the more reinforcing it is of their defensive behavior.





A large number of the calls that we get from supervisors who are having difficulty with an employee involve a defensive behavior that the supervisor may not even be aware of. They just know they are feeling ineffective as a supervisor and a situation doesn’t seem to be getting better in spite of their efforts. One of the first steps is to recognize what the behavior is that is problematic for you and how you get hooked by the employee’s communication style. Think about a time when you felt like you lost control of a meeting with an employee and came away knowing that you didn’t say what you wanted to say. Consider what the employee’s behavior was and how you responded. 





The second step is to take a deep breath, slow your own reaction down, and be prepared to comment directly on the defensive behavior. An example of this would be having an employee who is sitting in silence while you give feedback about a performance concern. Because their silence makes you nervous, you talk more and more, and at the end of the meeting you feel stressed, don’t know how the employee was responding to the feedback, and dread your next conversation with this employee. An alternative response when you recognize the silence would be to say to the employee, “I don’t know how to interpret your silence. Because I want to hear your thoughts and reactions to my feedback, I would like us to end our meeting at this point but let’s meet again later today. Give yourself some time to think about this, and when we meet again, I would like you to comment on your reaction to my feedback and your thoughts about addressing the behavior.” The goal is to acknowledge directly whatever the defensive behavior is and not get emotionally hooked and derailed from your own message. 





It is easier said than done and often takes some practice and reassurance about how to intervene. It also helps to anticipate what the employee’s reaction may be, based on past behavior, and use that information to strategize a different response. Some supervisors even write down a few key words and have the paper in front of them to help them stay on track with their own new behaviors. These can be tough situations to sort out on your own and it is a great use of the EAP to consult about challenging communication. There is no cost to you and your call to us is confidential. We have had the opportunity to talk with hundreds of supervisors from a variety of settings over the years and value being able to share the learning as well as support you in your effort to be as effective a supervisor as possible.
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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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