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LEARNIN GO BTV
Describe the goals and strategies
of business communica
delivering bad news, including
knowing when to use the direct
and indirect patterns, applying the
writing process, and avoiding legal
problems.

Receivers of bad news are less
disappointed if they {a) know
the reason for the rejection,

(b) feel that the news was
revealed sensitively, (c) think
the matter was treated seriously,
and (d) believe the decision

was fair.

274

I al businesses, thmgs semet%mes do wrong. AtSouthwest Airl

“gage is lost, and weather diverts flights. In other businesses, goods are not delivered, products

fail to perform as expected, service is poor, billing gets fouled up, or customers are misunder-
stood. You may have to write messages ending business relationships, declining proposals,
announcing price increases, refusing requests for donations, terminating employees, turning
down invitations, or responding to unhappy customers. You might have to apologize for
mistakes in orders, errors in pricing, the rudeness of employees, overlooked appointments, sub-
standard service, pricing errors, faulty accounting, defective products, or jumbled instructions.

Everyone occasionally must deliver bad news. Because bad news disappoints, irritates,
and sometimes angers the receiver, such messages must be written carefully. The bad feel-
ings associated with disappointing news can generally be reduced if the receiver (a) knows
the reasons for the rejection, (b) feels that the news was revealed sensitively, (c) thinks the
matter was treated seriously, and (d) believes that the decision was fair.

In this chapter you will learn when to use the direct pattern and when to use the indirect
pattern to deliver bad news. You will study the goals of business communicators in work-
ing with bad news, and you will examine three causes for legal concerns. The major focus
of this chapter, however, is on developing the indirect strategy and applying it to situations
in which you must refuse typical requests, decline invitations, and deliver negative news to
employees and customers. You will also learn how other cultures handle bad news.

Chapter 10: Negative Messages
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When delivering bad news
within organizations, strive to
do so tactfully, professionally,
and safely.

fraudulent travel claims, consistent hostile behavior, or failing projects must be reported.”
For example, you might have to tell the boss that the team’s computer crashed with all its
important files. As a team leader or supervisor, you might be required to confront an under-
performing employee. If you know that the news will upset the receiver, the reasons-first
strategy is most effective. When the bad news involves one person or a small group nearby,
you should generally deliver that news in person. Here are pointers on how to do so tactfully,
professionally, and safely:™®

¢ Gather all the information. Cool down and have all the facts before marching in on
the boss or confronting someone. Remember that every story has two sides.

Organizations can sustain
employee morale by
communicating bad news
openly and honestly.

294

s Prepare and rehearse. Outline what you planto say so thatyou are confident, coherent,
and dispassionate. .

s Explain: past, present, future. If you are telling the boss about a problem such as the
computer crash, explain what-caused the crash; the current situation, and how and
when you plan to fix it.

e Consider taking a partner. If you fear a “shoot the messenger” reaction, especially
from your boss, bring a colleague with you. Each person should have a consistent and
credible part in the presentation. If possible, take advantage of your organization’s
internal resources. To lend credibility to your view, call on auditors, inspectors, or
human resources experts.

@ Think about timing. Don't deliver bad news when someone is already stressed or
grumpy. Experts also advise against giving bad news on Friday afternoon when people
have the weekend to dwell on it.

s Be patient with the reaction. Give the receiver time to vent, think, recover, and act
wisely.

Delivering Workplace Bad News

Many of the same techniques used to deliver bad news personally are useful when organiza-
tions face a crisis or must deliver bad news in the workplace. Smart organizations involved in
a crisis prefer to communicate the news openly to employees, customers, and stockholders.
A crisis might involve serious performance problems, a major relocation, massive layoffs, a
management shake-up, or public controversy. Instead of letting rumors distort the truth,
they explain the organization’s side of the story honestly and early. Morale can be destroyed
when employees learn of major events affecting their jobs through the grapevine or from
news accounts—rather than from management.

Chapter 10: Negative Messages
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