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July 19, 2009 – Delivering Bad News
I recently attended a party where I ran into one of my friends who is normally an easy-going type of guy.   He was visibly upset.  He had just come from work and was holding a letter his boss had left in his mail box. He was incensed.

 He shared the offending letter; it announced a list of common cost-cutting measures to come.  Poorly worded yes, but not enough to infuriate.  I quickly realized that he wasn’t upset about the bad news, but about the way the news was delivered. 

It never ceases to amaze me:  the range of unnecessary injuries bosses inflict on their employees and frankly, themselves.  

Here is a boss trying to deal with the fact that the economy is weak, that business is slow and expenses must be cut.  But did he enlist the help of those affected? Did he seek their ideas? Unfortunately, no.  My friend lamented “he could have asked us to lock arms, and walk the rough road together”.

Instead, he dictated orders and assumed everyone would resist and resent him.   Not so.  Employees are adults. They understand if hours are cut, days of operation are reduced, perks are eliminated or they are asked to learn new tasks. They may not like it, but no one hates management for making tough decisions. 

So what was my friend really upset about?  That decisions were made without input, then were impersonally and insensitively announced.  Adding insult to injury, my friend’s boss left early for the weekend.  This was a leadership moment and he flunked it miserably.  Sure, I sympathize with him; I’ve had to deliver plenty of bad news with a knot in my stomach each time.  But if you can only be the boss in good times when things are easy, then you have no business being the boss.

Tips: 

· Treat your employees like adults.  Respect them. 

· Ask for ideas and input in solving business problems.  

· Face staff with your decision. Make yourself available to hear concerns.  

Sure, they may whine a little, but they’ll respect you for having the courage to be a leader.  You can then get through it together.

_____________________________________________________________________________ Eva Del Rio is a human resources professional, consultant and   20-year member of the Society for Human Resources Management.  E-mail questions to AskEva@hrproondemand.com






