Reactions to Hearing Difficult Messages

Although it is not possible to predict exactly how each employee will react to difficult news of an important change in his/her employment status, it is possible to identify some typical reactions and to help develop a few strategies for managers to keep in mind.  Before managers engage in this type of discussion they may want to give some thought to the type of reaction they might find the most difficult to face and think through their strategy.  

In preparation to delivering difficult news the managers might respond to the following questions:

What is your communication style? 

What reaction do you dread the most? Why?

Attending an appropriate workshop, accessing EAP, and/or consulting HR for suggestions could be helpful.  Managers must be ready to adjust their planned approach and read the situation and the employee’s reactions as they develop during the meeting. We all have developed our communication style. The issue with it is that when difficult news is communicated, the reaction sometimes does not follow the prediction. Nevertheless, being prepared does help.
1. No reaction:

· Possible explanations:  The person is overwhelmed because the news comes completely unexpectedly in time or target (they knew about it, but never thought it would be them, or they knew about it, but they thought it would not be now, or they knew but did not expect it would be actual jobs, but other expenditures).  They had been functioning with the illusion that they would not be affected because of their good performance, the heavy workload of the unit, their length of service in the unit, etc. They’re “frozen”, unable to absorb the information and therefore find it difficult to ask questions or really hear the information the manager is providing.
· Strategy:   Be prepared to handle the silence positively. Silence is good. Give them the information slowly, ensuring you provide them with all the key points. Repeat as necessary and ask if they have any questions.  Allow lots of time for silences, to “digest” what they have heard.  Invite them to read the kit as soon as possible and to contact you when they are ready to discuss the situation further and have questions. 
2. Anger:

· Possible explanations: a sense of betrayal and/or unfairness, helplessness in face of what seems like a very difficult task: to find other work. Possible self-esteem issues, lack of preparedness.

· Strategy: While allowing the person some time/room to vent it is important to stick to your task of providing information while understanding that the employee is probably not hearing much else beyond those first words.  Provide them with the key points and explain that all that information is available in the kit you are handing out.  Remain quiet as that can in turn have a calming effect on the employee. When you feel the employee is not listening anymore and/or will not listen, stop providing information. Invite them to come back and talk when they are ready and have read the documentation.  Do point out the other sources of assistance available to them e.g. HR, EAP and encourage them to reach out to access help. End the meeting if anger is preventing them in achieving attentive contact, or if you feel threatened and uncomfortable. Do a follow-up meeting after they have read the documentation.
3. Tears:

· Possible explanations:  Worry over their future.  Not feeling very hopeful in finding another job.  A personal, family or financial situation they feel will now be aggravated.  Possible fear of loss of face in front of colleagues.

· Strategy: Listening is key.  The person needs to express the emotions and the fact that he/she is doing it in front of you indicates a certain degree of comfort on their part to do so.  Do not attempt to overly explain the rationale of the situation say such things as “I’m sure you will find another job” or some other such well meaning but perhaps unrealistic words. The person is not functioning at the thinking level right now but rather at the emotional one so that cold facts and rational explanations might not register and most likely will not be helpful.  Provide them with the key points and information and set up another appointment in the next day or two to talk further.

4. Questioning:

· Possible explanations:  There are at least two quite opposite explanations for this reaction.  The employee may indeed be an extremely rational person and receive the news mostly without emotions but wanting to know more about the whole situation.  It could also be a coping strategy to postpone emotional reactions.  What happens now?  What services can I access? How much money will I possibly receive? How can I manage? What will my family do?   Etc.  On the other hand it could be a “good front”, one the employee wants to present at this time with the real reaction, emotions, coming out later.

· Strategy: Provide them with the key points and information and answer the questions that you can answer and direct them to the appropriate sources for the others.  Set-up another meeting for further discussion.

5. The person leaves the office immediately after the interview without alerting anyone:

The manager should contact the person the following day to ask how they are doing and to continue the process of delivering the news first, and providing support next. Use discretion to allow affected employee to spend some time adjusting to the many changes in his/her life. 

6. The person is excited/positive about the news (yes you might get some).

· Possible explanations:  The person has not been in the P.S. for many years and has been unhappy in his/her job and maybe even in being in the P.S.  As a result they had already been thinking about changing career completely, maybe even thought about opening their own business. Most likely they had already started to give some thought about what to do, how to do it, where to obtain the necessary information, etc.

· Strategy:  Provide information on the options for those leaving the P.S, invite them to read the kit and direct them to HR for more details.

7. The person is trying to strike a deal and secure him-herself a new position: Could we not have a person responsible for…? How about I take over from…? 

Strategy:   Re-iterate the message and do not make any promises you could not keep. Provide them with the information. This is not the time to discuss details or make plans. Consult your manager, if appropriate and make sure that the employee does not use this idea as the only strategy developed. Encourage a holistic search rather than developing a bargaining approach that most likely could not yield any results. Be honest and encouraging. 

8. The person is trying to make you and others take the responsibility of finding a job.

Strategy:   Be factual and honest. Re-iterate that this responsibility is exclusively his/hers and you are there to help and support. Refer to the manual and indicate HR, EAP and CCLAS (Career Counselling, Learning and Advisory Services) team at PCO, HR Division for professional, individualized help.

9. 
Sad negativity (not aggressive). The person is extremely sad and negatively discussing personal and job details of many remaining employees—seeing everything in black and trying to make you feel responsible and guilty.

Strategy:  Remind employee (and yourself) of the purpose of the meeting. Refer to available help. Encourage future meetings. Remain factual.

10. Eclectic (a little bit of everything).

Strategy:    

There are two approaches here that depend on your former relationship with this employee. You might adjust and follow and use every suggestion on this list (and more) (exhausting and not recommended), or lead and just re-iterate the message and encourage a follow-up session (our suggestion). 
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