_ Crises Rock Carnival
Corporation and Rattle
Cruise Passengers

dig been like a nightmare!” That's how passenger Sahizah
of Sacramento described the situation aboard the

ival Splendor cruise ship that became cri
all systems. “There’s been no food, no po
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ppled after a fire in the engine room knocked

wer, no electricity, no flushing toilets,” she said.! For
three days, nearly 3,300 passengers subsisted on Spam,
Pop-Tarts, and canned food flown in by navy helicopters
as the disabled ship was towed to San Diego. Fortunately,
no one was hurt in the incident that upset passengers
and the ship’s operators alike. Carnival Cruise Lines, one
of 10 subsidiaries of Carnival Corporation, responded fast.
President and CEO of Carnival Cruise Lines, Gerry Cahill,
won praise for sincerely apologizing at an early press
conference: “Conditions on board the ship are very chal-

x ; lenging and we sincerely apologize for the discomfort and
m?oqvemence our guests are currently enduring. The safety of our passengers and crew is our top
priority and we are working to get our guests home as quickly as possible.” The cruise line posted
frequent updates on Twitter, Facebook, a popular blog, and its website.

Such adroit communication with disappointed and distressed passengers was needed again when
another Carnival ship, Costa Allegra, experienced an engine room fire and power blackout off the
Seychelles Islands. This vessel, too, was towed to safety, and none of the 1,000 passengers and
crew was injured.?

However, the Costa Concordia accident in Italy that killed 32 passengers reached a different
scale, and no amount of apology or compensation is likely to turn the afflicted travelers into repeat
customers. Although the world’s largest cruise line will recover, in the short term it is facing stag-
gering litigation, a falling stock price, and earnings losses. Micky Arison, chief executive of Costa
Crociere parent Carnival Corporation, largely stayed out of the limelight, leaving the Italian Costa
Crociere CEO, Pier Luigi Foschi, to fend for himself. Later, Arison told The Miami Herald: “Obviously,
I am very sorry it happened. When you have 100 ships out there, sometimes unfortunate things
happen, but as I said, it was an accident. We as a company do everything we can to encourage
the highest of safety standards.” The top executive promised that Carnival would “take care” of
passengers, crew, and victims.5 You will learn more about this case on page 314.

Communicating Negative News
Effectively

Bad things happen in all busi
bad weather and virus outbre
not delivered, products fail to perform

nesses. At Carnival, technical trouble and human error, but also
ks on board, can ruin cruises. In other businesses, goods are
as expected, service is poor, billing gets fouled up, or
customers are misunderstood. You may have to write mes.sages ending business relatif)nshiPS,
explaining service outages, describing data breach.es, annou'na‘ng I:)rl(‘_e
tions, terminating employees, turning down invitations,
You might have to apologize for mistakes in orders or

declining proposals,
increases, refusing requests for dona
or responding to unhappy customers.

Chapter 9: Negative Messages

Critical Thinking

e Suppose you made an
honest mistake that could
prove expensive for your
employer or internship
provider. Would you
blurt out the bad news
immediately or consider
strategies to soften the
blow somewhat?

o What are some of the
techniques you could
use if you had to deliver
a bad-news message
in print or online for
a company such as
Carnival Cruise Lines?

¢ Carnival Corporation’s
chairman and CEO,
Micky Arison, was
criticized by The Wall
Street Journal and
other commentators for
remaining conspicuously
silent during the extreme
crisis unfolding in Italy.
Arison was faulted for
not exercising leadership
from the top and instead
leaving public appear-
ances to Pier Luigi
Foschi, the embattled
CEO of Costa Crociere,
Carnival Corporation’s
Italian subsidiary. Foschi
was facing the news
media virtually alone in
the days and weeks after
the Costa Concordia
accident. What might
explain Micky Arison's
low profile, considering
that he also let Gerry
Cahill handle the Carnival
Splendor crisis alone?

LEARNING OBJECTIVE 1
Understand the strategies
of business communicators
in conveying negative news,
apply the 3-x-3 writing
process, and avoid legal
liability.
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id Tkea hope to achieve by

at?e

pricing, the rudeness of employees, overlooked appointments, substandard service, faulty
accounting, defective products, or jumbled instructions. As a company representative, you
may have to respond to complaints voiced to the world on Twitter, Facebook, or complaint
websites.

The truth is that everyone occasionally must deliver bad news in business. Because bad
news disappoints, irritates, and sometimes angers the receiver, such messages must be written
carefully. The bad feelings 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 sensi-
tively, and (c) believes the matter was treated seriously and fairly.

In this chapter you will learn when to use the direct strategy and when to use the indirect
strategy to deliver bad news. You will study the goals of business communicators in working
with unfavorable news and learn techniques for achieving those goals.

Articulating Goals in Communicating
Negative News

Delivering negative news is not the happiest communication task you may have, but it can be
gratifying if you do it effectively. As a business communicator working with bad news, you will
have many goals, the most important of which are summarized in Figure 9.1.

The goals outlined in Figure 9.1 are ambitious, and we are not always successful in
achieving them all. However, many senders have found the strategies and techniques you are
about to learn helpful in conveying disappointing news sensitively and safely. With experi-
ence, you will be able to vary these strategies and adapt them to your organization’s specific
communication tasks.

Applying the 3-x-3 Writing Process

Thinking through the entire writing process is especially important when writing bad-news
messages because the way bad news is revealed often determines how it is accepted. You haVS
probably heard people say, ‘1 didn’t mind the news so much, but I resented the way I was tqlfﬂ
Certain techniques can help you deliver bad news sensitively, beginning with the familiar
3-x-3 writing process.

Analysis, Anticipation, and Adaptation. In Phase 1 (prew?iting), you nee(cil 'EZ
analyze the bad news and anticipate its effect on the receiver. When Microsoft laur.lche dled
first wide-scale layoff, an administrative glitch caused it to pay more severance than 1n(ti:en e
to some laid-off employees. After the mistake was discovered, Microsoft sent a ba h_nleoss
Jetter bluntly asking the ex-workers to return the money. Employees not only suffered the

Chapter 9: Negative Messages
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» Readers understand and, in the best case éccept thebad he \ B
& 'WS.

« Recipients do not have to call or write to

(‘

clarify the message.

e —————————, S —————————— /

Projecting a professional image

» Writers stay calm, use polite language, and respond with clear explanations of why a

negative message. Was necessary even when irate customers sound threatening
and overstate their claims.

Conveying empathy and sensitivity

e Writers use language that respects the readers and attempts to reduce bad feelings.

o When appropriate, writers accept blame and apologize without creating legal liability
for the organization or themselves.

o Writers show that the decision was fair, impartial, and rational.

P Maintaining friendly relations

i o Writers demonstrate their desire to continue pleasant relations with the receivers and
| toregain their confidence.
, s

i
i

e

of their jobs, but, adding insult to injury, Microsoft then demanded the r;tut: of $4,00§)a:3
$5,000 in severance pay. Some employees had already spent the money, anh o; erts w:lre. (;i)ered
ning their futures with it. Obviously, the sender of the bad—nc?ws message ab o C: . $ik
the effect it would have on its readers. After the letters seeking repalzmenth egan to s:; g
on the Web, Microsoft reversed course and allowed the worker§ to ] eep t eh ozerPay -
However, t};e entire situation might have been har{fie:lffl;::ter if Microsoft had given more
3 : ici i .
thouv%ll}xlt e anal}:ing t;l:dSl;‘::::;O?oa:S:‘:}lflgi:ngf your first considerations is th thlat
n you have ; : i it di .
messag: wi);l affect its receiver. If the diSaPPOIntmen\tthtll :;szlili’ij: I:Z;r;)f;;n;frize}:i
For example, a small rate increase in a newspaper or -de iechni Iixes to reduce the pain.
directly. If tine bad news is serious of personal, ConSllde; 2 ared the reader, given
K theyl'\d'croSOft situation, the bad-news letter shou .ave pr é) e ood’will 5
reasons f:)r the payback request, possibly offered slfegERRES SAE Lot .

P 1’f.'fehoomivex ds a responsible, valuable person.
: respect the reader as pon , : ;
R tha shovtr thi;: Z;d nerv),vs. [n many negative situations, you will be dealing
ffilt;:t oy channel ad deh‘l&; retaining the goodwill of a customer, a letter on company
a customer. If your goa

i -mail.
stationery will be more impressive than an e-ma
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Resea izati iti

; etal Organization, and Composition. In Phase 2 (drafting) i
information and braj i k R
o o ainstorm for ideas. Jot down all the reasons you have that e
ews. i :
2 our or five reasons prompted your negative decision, concent rate on
tghe nd safest ones. Avoid Presenting any weak reasons; readers may seize on the
entire message. Include an ample explanation of the negative situation,

gather

M to reject
and avoid fixing

When the U.S. Post Office has to deliver dama
as the following: “Because the Post Office handles millions of pieces of mail daily, we myst
mechanical methods to ensure prompt delivery. Damage can occur if mail is inse;curely eml,l sle
oped or bulky contents are enclosed. When this occurs and the machinery jams, it often causee-
damage to other mail that was properly prepared.” Notice that the Post Office message offerz
the strongest reason for the problem, although other reasons may have been possible. Notice
too, that the explanation tactfully skirts the issue of who caused the problem. :

In composing any negative message, conduct research if necessary to help you explain
what went wrong and why a decision or action is necessary.

ged mail, it includes an explanatiom such

Editing, Proofreading, and Evaluating. In Phase 3 (revising), you will read over
your message carefully to ensure that it says what you intend. Check your wording to be sure
you are concise without being brusque. If you find that you have overused certain words, click
on your word processing thesaurus to find synonyms. Read your sentences to see if they sound
like conversation and flow smoothly. This is the time to edit and improve coherence and tone,
In bad-news messages, the tone is especially important. Readers are more likely to accept
negative messages if the tone is friendly and respectful. Even when the bad news can't be
changed, its effect can be reduced somewhat by the way it is presented.

In the last phase of the writing process, proofread to make sure your verbs agree with
their subjects, your sentences are properly punctuated, and all words are spelled correctly.
Pay attention to common mistakes (its/it’s; than/then; their/there). If your word processing
program checks grammar, be sure to investigate those squiggly underscores. Finally, eval-
uate your message. Is it too blunt? Too subtle? Have you delivered the bad news clearly but
professionally?

Avoiding Legal Liability in Conveying
Negative News

Before we examine the components of a negative message, let’s look more closely at how you
can avoid exposing yourself and your employer to legal liability in writing negative messages.
Although we can’t always anticipate the consequences of our words, we should be alert to three
causes of legal difficulties: (a) abusive language, (b) careless language, and (c) the good-guy

syndrome.

Abusive Language. Calling people names (such as deadbeat, crook, or quack) can get you
into trouble. Defamation is the legal term for any false statement that harms an individual’s
reputation. When the abusive language is written, it is called libel; when spoken, it is slander.
To be actionable (likely to result in a lawsuit), abusive language must be (a) ’false,
(b) damaging to one’s good name, and (c) “published”—that is, written or spoken within Fhe
presence of others. Therefore, if you were alone with Jane Doe and accused her of accept%ng
bribes and selling company secrets to competitors, she couldn’t sue because the defamatlo:
wasn't published. Her reputation was not dlamaged. However, if anyone heard the words or i
itten, you might be legally liable. '
theYI: earilzvvl;lt‘:/iinl}:le, yoE may niw }‘t:e prosecuted if you transmit a harassing or hlB)eSlOU;
by e-mail or post it on social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter. i
dered to be published. Moreover, a company may incur
cémputer system by employees. That's why :nany comp:f'
f both outgoing and internal messages. Off-the-cuft,

0
loyees are exactly the type of messages that‘tenld t
’ says electronic communications

message ‘
electronic transmissions are consi
liability for messages sent through its
nies are increasing their monitoring o

_mail conversations among emp . : ,
ma with damaging evidence, ‘ s
aging adds another danger for companies. Whether y

casual e if
trigger lawsuits and arm litigators

guru Nancy Flynn.” Instant mess




sgsage is in print or i : :
it electronic, avoid making unproven charges or lett; ;
prompt abusive language. ges or letting your emotions

Careless Language. As the ma
’ rketplace be ; - S
certain that our words com i B comes increasingly litigious, we must be

harmless letter sent to a group regardin
| g a plant tour. These words a i :
‘Although we are honored at your interest in our company el e

: : ; ; we cannot give your group a tour of
the plan.t c;per_atlons as it would be too noisy and dangerous.” The court found in favor of the
worker, inferring from the letter that working conditions

e _ : were indeed hazardous.'® The letter
writer did not .mtend to convey the impression of dangerous working conditions, but the court
accepted that interpretation. ;

The Good-Guy Syndrome.

y x { Most of us hate to have to reveal bad news—that is, to be the
bad guy. To make ourselves look better, to make the receiver feel better, and to maintain good

relations, ‘.Ne are .ten'.lpte.d to make statements that are legally dangerous. Consider the case of
alaw firm interviewing job candidates. One of the firm’s partners was asked to inform a candi-
date.that she vaas not selected. The partner’s letter said, “Although you were by far the most
qualified candidate we interviewed, unfortunately, we have decided we do not have a position
for a person of your talents at this time.” To show that he personally had no reservations about
this candidate and to bolster the candidate, the partner offered his own opinion. However, he
differed from the majority of the recruiting committee. When the rejected interviewee learned
later that the law firm had hired two male attorneys, she sued, charging sexual discrimina-
tion. The court found in favor of the rejected candidate. It agreed that a reasonable inference
could be made from the partner’s letter that she was the “most qualified candidate.”**

Two important lessons emerge. First, business communicators act as agents of their
organizations. Their words, decisions, and opinions are assumed to represent those of
the organization. If you want to communicate your personal feelings or opinions, use
your home computer or write on plain paper (rather than company letterhead) and sign
your name without title or affiliation. Second, volunteering extra information can lead to
trouble. Therefore, avoid supplying data that could be misused, and avoid making prom-
ises that can’t be fulfilled. Don’t admit or imply responsibility for conditions that caused
damage or injury. Even some apologies (We're sorry that a faulty bottle cap caused damage to
your carpet) may suggest liability.

Analyzing Negative-News
Strategies

i i i ies. ccessfully conve
Unfavorable news in business doesn't always fall into neat categories. To su y y

bad news. writers must carefully consider the audience, purpose, and context. Experienced
; r approaches to negative news must be flex-

busine mmunicators understand that thei : . :
s you have at your disposal two basic strategies

ible.’? However, as a business writer i1l training,

: : £ gl
for delivering negative news: direct and indirect.
Which alg,progach is better suited for your particular message? One of the first steps you

will take before delivering negative news is analyzin.g how your receivef ?vill react to t}\:\;z
news, In earlier chapters we discussed applying the fhrect st_ra}'lceiy to poif-c:,:,e T:isrs:f:;ted
suggested using the indirect strategy whep the audience mig ctl :1 1:;1:;1 a:i Vgi;e i est,
displeased, disappointed, or hostile. In this chapter we expand O gg

; 3 egy to use.
additional considerations that can help you decide which strategy

When to Use the Direct Strategy

M indi inni i d reasons.
ized indirectly, beginning with abufferan
Many actual bad-news messages are organize s i : P
O Lo ulal l; d-news messages may be mixed, containing positive News das well,ﬁxf availab! ;,
casionally bad- : ; RN
to offset th . favorable news. However, the direct strategy, with the bad news first, may
e un :

in Figure 9.2.
preferable in situations such as those shown 1n Fig

Chapter 9, Negative Messages

LEARNING OBJECTIVE 2

Distinguish between the direct
and indirect strategies in
conveying unfavorable news.
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i"h‘ﬁl:)etciding When to Deliver Bad News Directly

When the bad news is not damaging

» Negative news is relatively minor (e.g., a small price increase).
« Bad news doesn't personally affect the receiver.

When the receiver may overlook the bad_mmf Yo

changes in service) and should not be overlooked.

[ Critical message requires attention (e.g., new policy requirements, legal announcements,

When the organization or receiver prefers directness

« Corporate culture favors direct messages even when conveying bad news.
e Individuals insist on a straightforward and no-frills presentation.

When firmness is necessary

e Messages must demonstrate determination and resolve (e.g., the last in a series of
collection letters that seek payment on overdue accounts).
o Dire or extremely important situation involves someone who has ignored previous

requests or appeals.

Notice in Figure 9.3 that the writer, Steven Ellis, is fairly direct in a letter announcing
a security breach at Conectix Federal Credit Union. Although he does not blurt out “your
information has been compromised,” he does announce a potential identity theft problem in
the first sentence. He then explains that a hacker attack has compromised roughly a quarter
of customer accounts. In the second paragraph he recommends that credit union customer
Michael Arnush take specific corrective action to protect his identity and offers helpful contact
information. The tone is respectful and serious. The credit union’s letter is modeled on an FTC
template that was praised for achieving a balance between a direct and indirect opening.”?

If you must write a security breach message, describe clearly what information was
compromised, if known. Explain how the breach occurred, what data were stolen, and, if you
know, how the thieves have used the information. Next, disclose what your company has done
to repair the damage. Then list the recommended responses most appropriate for the type
of data compromised. For instance, if social security numbers were stolen, urge victims to
place fraud alerts on their credit reports; include the agencies’ addresses. Designate a contact
person in your organization, and work with law enforcement to ensure that your notification
does not jeopardize the investigation in any way.

Security breach messages provide a good example of how to employ the direct strategy in
delivering bad news. Let’s now explore when and how to use the indirect strategy in delivering
negative news.

When to Use the Indirect Strategy

Some writing experts suggest that the indirect strategy “ill suits today’s skeptical, impa-
tient, even cynical audience.”™* To be sure, in social media, bluntness seems to dominate the
public discourse. Directness is equated with honesty; hedging, with deceit. However, many

® Cengage Learning 2015
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Uses modified

sty vau vews Utrectly: Security Breach Letter

&&= CONECTIX

‘ 5234 PARK AVENUE, FAIRFIELD, CT 06825
FEDERAL CREDIT UNION

‘www.conectix.com 203.448.2101

September 5, 2015

Mr. Michael Arnush
15 Vanderbilt Avenue
Newton, MA 02459

Dear Mr. Arnush:

direct strategy
because urgent
action is needed
to prevent identity
theft

Gives reasons for —————————e Even if you do n
the recommended

action, provides

contact information,
and offers additional

pointers

communicators prefer t
news can be revealed quickly,
direct bad-news messa .
statements.!” Figure 9.4 illustrates 11

&

‘!ﬁlaema;: c:;x;achtr;g you :f)out a potential problem involving identity theft. On August 30,
e Zé i :Zsm fsocx security numbers, birth dates, and e-mail addresses of fewer
i t0 : gccounts were compromised in an apparent hacker attack on
i : . Outside data security experts are working tirelessly to identify the

uses of the breach as well as prevent future intrusions into our system. Immedi-
ately upon detecting the attack, we notified the local police authorities as well as
the FBI. We also alerted the three major credit-reporting agencies.

We recommend that you place a fraud alert on your credit file. A fraud alert tells credi- &——————

tors to contact you before they open any new accounts or change your existing
accounts. Please call any one of the three major credit bureaus. As soon as one
credit bureau confirms your fraud alert, the others are notified to place fraud
alerts. All three credit reports will be sent to you, free of charge.

Equifax
800-685-1111

Experian
888-397-3742

TransUnion
800-680-7289

ot find any suspicious activity on your initial credit reports, the
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) recommends that you check your credit reports
periodically. Victim information sometimes is held for use or shared among a
group of thieves at different times. Checking your credit reports periodically can
help you spot problems and address them quickly.

If you find suspicious activity on your credit reports or have reason to believe your
information is being misused, call 518-584-5500 and file a police report. Get a
copy of the report; many creditors want the information it contains to absolve
you of the fraudulent debts. You also should file a complaint with the FTC at

t i or at 1-877-ID-THEFT (877-438-4338).

Suggests recom-
mended steps and
provides helpful
information about
credit-reporting
agencies

Please visit our website at www.conectix.com/databreach for updates on the #—————— Ends by providing

investigation, or call our privacy hotline at 800-358-4422. Atfected customers will
receive free credit-monitoring services for one year.

Sincerely,

e LTS

Steven Ellis :
Customer Service

e the indirect strategy to present negative news. Whereas good
o us

bad news may be easier to accept when broken gradually. Evena
bane ft from ug andwiching” the negative news between positive
asss 0> stances in which the indirect strategy works well.

REALITY CHECHK: Don't Be a Scold!

'you' when talking to a customer is best

king your finger at the customer, and no one wants to

| Better choices aré ‘We can’ or ‘Let’s do this

more helpful
information,
company phone
number, and offer
of one-year free
credit monitoring

201



| e Negative news involves the receiver personally (e.g., refusal of a promotion request,

| rejection of a grant proposal, a layoff notice).
{ e An organization makes a mistake that inconveniences or disadvantages a customer.

.

When the bad news will provoke a hostile reaction

o Message will irritate or infuriate the recipient.
« Giving reasons before the bad news is likely to defuse and soothe.

When the bad news threatens the customer relationship

« Indirect presentation of bad news can salvage the customer bond.
e Unfavorable news is revealed slowly and with reasons that explain it.

When the bad news is unexpected

o Readers who are totally surprised by bad news have more negative reactions.

© Cengage Learning 2015

Whether to use the direct or indirect strategy depends largely on the situation, the
reaction you expect from the audience, and your goals. The direct method saves time and
is preferred by some who consider it more professional and even more ethical than the
indirect method. Others think that revealing bad news slowly and indirectly shows sensi-
tivity to the receiver. By preparing the receiver, you tend to soften the impact. Moreover,
although social media users may favor the direct approach, the majority of negative

it months into her new job as CEO, ‘
rissa Mayer ended Yahoo's telecommuting
icy, sparking a lively debate in the

ional media. A companywide memo
tructing employees to return to the
rkplace opened with upbeat talk about /
v “energy and buzz” in Yahoo's offices. The
no’s second paragraph touted the benefits
physically being together.” Then came e
bad news: “Beginning in June, we're
ing all employees with work-from-home



TR 93:3 Comparing the Direct
a

for Negative Messages nd Indirect Strategies

If bad news

® is personally upsetting
® May provoke hostile reaction

(] Fould threaten customer relationship
® IS unexpected

© Cengage Learning 2015

messages are still conveyed indirectly. As you can see in Figure 9.5, the major differences
between the two strategies are whether you start with a buffer and how early you explain

the reasons for the negative news.

Keeping the Indirect Strategy Ethical

You may worry that the indirect organizational strategy is uneth_ical or manipulat‘ive
because the writer deliberately delays the main idea. 'Now, con31de.r the zlternatwe.
SO w somewhat, as we as ensu : bere

re::\r'le:'};: :i?ll receptive. One icat‘or recognized tshzlﬁlg;;?::entc;ec;fvtv};ﬁ
indirect strategy when she said, “People must b.ehevlei1 t}}e f;scotnstmtzgy o L
listen to the details of what and when.”?® In using the indi feals Ty eae
are not to deceive the reader or to hide the news. Rather, your g

sion jve communicator: . ethical communica-
| e effe}'f'twlecommunication Jies in the motives of the serxtzifer. [iz RRER g
. g in,

']}he —— Although the indirect strategy provides a Seh . %example e Inpatnes
Qi £ decele: d to avoid of misrepresent the truth. ro B e
i sewe, i¢ et 57 b eth whiteners and agai supplements, to name

 isrife with bogus «free” trial offers for t"; : trusted websites of rlljational n;:;
4o% ma . . Unsuspecti

the current scams. UnscrupulOl;So B s by Oprah Winfrey and I;octc;1 Or:ports 19PAS -

: i iness Bure .

stions and falsel the Better Businé i

3 i re 5 :ms are never acc
umers end up paying hund e unethlcal claim:

il see in Chapter 10, mis'€3’
many of them are simply illegal.

expert commun

293

Chapter 9 Negative Messages




LEARNING OBJECTIVE <3

Explain the components of
effective negative messages,
including opening with a
buffer, apologizing, showing
empathy, presenting the
reasons, cushioning the bad

news, and closing pleasantly.

Composing Effective Negative
Messages

Even though it may be impossible to make the receiver happy when delivering negative news,
you can reduce bad feelings and resentment by structuring your message sensitively. Mos;
negative messages contain some or all of these parts: buffer, reasons, bad news, and closing,
This section also discusses apologies and how to convey empathy in delivering bad news.

Opening Indirect Messages With a Buffer

A buffer is a device to reduce shock or pain. To buffer the pain of bad news, begin with 4
neutral but meaningful statement that makes the reader continue reading. The buffer should
be relevant and concise and provide a natural transition to the explanation that follows. The
individual situation, of course, will help determine what you should put in the buffer. Avoid
trite buffers such as Thank you for your letter.

Not all business communication authors agree that buffers actually increase the effec-
tiveness of negative messages. However, in many cultures softening bad news is appreciated,
Following are various buffer possibilities.

Best News. Start with the part of the message that represents the best news. For
example, a message to workers announced new health plan rules limiting prescriptions to a
34-day supply and increasing co-payments. With home delivery, however, employees could
save up to $24 on each prescription. To emphasize the good news, you might write, You can
now achieve significant savings and avoid trips to the drugstore by having your prescription drugs
delivered to your home.”

Compliment. Praise the receiver’s accomplishments, organization, or efforts, but do so
with honesty and sincerity. For instance, in a letter declining an invitation to speak, you could
write, The Thalians have my sincere admiration for their fund-raising projects on behalf of hungry
children. I am honored that you asked me to speak Friday, November 5.

Appreciation. Convey thanks for doing business, for sending something, for showing
confidence in your organization, for expressing feelings, or simply for providing feedback.
Suppose you had to draft a letter that refuses employment. You could say, I appreciated
learning about the hospitality management program at Cornell and about your qualifications in
our interview last Friday. Avoid thanking the reader, however, for something you are about
to refuse.

Agreement. Make a relevant statement with which both reader and receiver can agree. A
letter that rejects a loan application might read, We both realize how much the export business
has been affected by the relative weakness of the dollar in the past two years.

Facts. Provide objective information that introduces the bad news. For example, in a
memo announcing cutbacks in the hours of the employees’ cafeteria, you might say, During
the past five years, the number of employees eating breakfast in our cafeteria has dropped from 32
percent to 12 percent.

Chapter 9: Negative Messages
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truth is that sincere 3 pologies are o
Emily Post and directzsool;)f;ZSEWC{ik. Peter Post, grf:::;zndson £
will forgive almost anything ifmlr y Post Institute, said that Ame:ic:iml'ed etiquettfa expert
as an “admission of blameWOrthI;nees:med with a sincere apology.?? Asn (;Ve ’ilpologles. They
customers are especially important isf and regret for an undesirable ever}z‘,’,;;%z 151 dﬁﬁned
they go a long way in soothing h you or your company erred. The o
g hard feelings. Professional writer John };(:Zf)trr::z:::ri’ arclld
ends

what he calls “the 5Rs model”
odel :
Figure 9.6. for effective apologies in business messages* summarized i
arized in

Acknowledge the specific offense.

Recognition

« Organizations that apologize have better outcomes.
« Individuals who apologize well rise higher and have better relationships.

Accept personal responsibility.

Responsibility

o Accountability means taking responsibility and rejecting defensiveness.

« Accountability is an important skill.
» The cover-up is always worse than the crime.

e——————

“) apologize” and“l am sorry.”

Embrace

Remorse

ary unexpectedly.
nsiveness by being prepared
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Consider these poor and improved apologies:

Poor apology: We regret that you are unhappy with the price of frozen
one of our self-serve scoop shops.

Improved apology: We are genuinely sorry that you were disappointed in the price of fro
yogurt recently purchased at one of our self-serve scoop shops. Your opinion is importan:in
us, and we appreciate your giving us the opportunity to look into the problem you describe, g
Poor apology: We apologize if anyone was affected.

Improved apology: I apologize for the frustration our delay caused you. As soon as I receiveq

your message, I began looking into the cause of the delay and realized that our delivery
tracking system must be improved.

yogurt purchased at

Poor apology: We are sorry that mistakes were made in filling your order.
Improved apology: You are right to be concerned. We sincerely apologize for the mistakes we
made in filling your order. To prevent recurrence of this problem, we are . . . .

Showing Empathy

One of the hardest things to do in negative messages is to convey sympathy and empathy.
As discussed in Chapter 3, empathy is the ability to understand and enter into the feelings of
another. When ice storms trapped JetBlue Airways passengers on hot planes for hours, CEQ
Neeleman wrote a letter of apology that sounded as if it came from his heart. He said, “Dear
JetBlue Customers: We are sorry and embarrassed. But most of all, we are deeply sorry.” Later
in his letter he said, “Words cannot express how truly sorry we are for the anxiety, frustration,
and inconvenience that you, your family, friends, and colleagues experienced.”” Neeleman
put himself into the shoes of his customers and tried to experience their pain.

Here are other examples of ways to express empathy in written messages:

m In writing to an unhappy customer: We did not intentionally delay the shipment, and we
sincerely regret the disappointment and frustration you must have suffered.

a Inlaying off employees: It is with great regret that we must take this step. Rest assured that I
will be more than happy to write letters of recommendation for anyone who asks.

= In responding to a complaint: I am deeply saddened that our service failure disrupted your sale,
and we will do everything in our power to . . ...

= In showing genuine feelings: You have every right to be disappointed. I am truly sorry that ...

Presenting the Reasons

Providing an explanation reduces feelings of ill will and improves the chancets that rgaders
will accept the bad news. Without sound reasons for denying a request, refukf,mg a clalTn, or
revealing other bad news, a message will fail, no matter how cleverly it is orgamzed or wrl.tFen-
For example, if you must deny a customer’s request, as part of your planning before Wr1ting,
you analyzed the request and decided to refuse it for specific reasons. Where do you p aii
your reasons? In the indirect strategy, the reasons appear before the bad news. In the dire
strategy, the reasons appear immediately after the bad news.

Explaining Clearly. If the reasons are not confidential and if they will not create ilef;r
3 : o] , e
liability, you can be specific: Growers supplied us with a limited number of patio roses %

' ing to a billing error, explai
1 + was twice that of last year. In responding
Gk bill, we investigated the matter and

happened: After you informed us of an error on your Januarjy ‘ Sesih
admit the mistake was ours. Until our new automated system is fully online, we are still suvj

&ItPays t?? Be Kind

Spiegelman

A Sl e twade b ha ddnd




frailties op; human error. Rest assured thqt your
pill. In refusing a speaking e W
board of directo -6 engagement, tell why the date is i i
g rs meeting that I must ottond, 1 ate is impossible: On January 17 we hav
. Don't, how :

en i i
credited as you will see on your next

statements in an eff g :
stal ort to be the “good guy” ever, make unrealistic or dangerous

citing Reader or Other Benefits, i :
some way, even indirectly, % N aushiy

| Readers are more open to bad news if in
of skirts and slacks, Lan

it may help the nreru 1 h mimin
m.I S’l) a customer s request for free he g
f 1 g : q S f f i

ds’ End w £
: rote: ik
- B ot o g c(\)/Ve tested our ability to hem skirts a few months
-consuming. We have decid
ed not to offer this service

because the additional cost w i

o imposzlgitlave increased the selling price of our skirts substantiall

|t cost on all our customers.”?” Readers also accept bad nexz,s:

= A soméone or something else benefits, such as other work
ugh we would like to consider your application, we prefer to fill mana;e:i:zsl

ositions from within. Avoi i
F.) fi ; void trying to show reader benefits, though, if they appear insi :
improve our service to you, we are increasing our brokerage fees ) y appear insincere: To

xplainin i
Eoiething' g::i:n\/ ?Olicy. Readers resent blanket policy statements prohibiting
g pany policy prevents us from making cash refunds or Contract bids may be

accepted fror.n ?ocal companies only or Company policy requires us to promote from withi

Instead of hiding behind company policy, gently explain why the policy makes sense: xe
prefer to promote from within because it rewards the loyalty of our employees. In addition. we
have found that people familiar with our organization make the quickest con‘tribution to’our

team 'effort. By offfaring explanations, you demonstrate that you care about readers and are
treating them as important individuals.

Choosing Positive Words. Because the words you use can affect a
reader’s response, choose carefully. Remember that the objective of the
indirect strategy is holding the reader’s attention until you have had
a chance to explain the reasons justifying the bad news. To keep the
reader in a receptive mood, avoid expressions with punitive, demoral-
izing, or otherwise negative connotations. Stay away from such words
as cannot, claim, denied, error, failure, fault, impossible, mistaken, misunder-
stand, never, regret, rejected, unable, unwilling, unfortunately, and violate.

Showing Fairness and Serious Intent. In explaining reasons,
show the reader that you take the matter seriously, have investigated
carefully, and are making an unbiased decision. Receivers are more
accepting of disappointing news when they feel that their requests
have been heard and that they have been treated fairly. In canceling

funding for a program, board members provided this explanation: Asyou know, REPIER S
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Recent cutbacks in federally sponsored city arts programs have left us 'Witfl few funds. Because our
grant has been discontinued, we have no alternative but to cease publzcatzorlt of Urbar‘x Artist. You
have my assurance that the board has searched longand hard for some other viable funding, but every

ly, June’sissue will be our last.
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Chagter 9: Negative Messages
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George Hirsh displayed
sensitivity when

he announced the
controversial decision
to cancel the 2012 New
York City Marathon
because of storm
damage from Hurricane
Sandy. “It is with heavy
hearts that we share
the news that the 2012
ING New York City
Marathon has been
canceled,” he explained.
He then proceeded

to explain that city
services should focus
on storm relief, not the
marathon.
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Using the Passive Voice. Passive-voice verbs enable you to depersonalize an actiop,
Whereas the active voice focuses attention on a person (We don't give cash refunds), the Passive
voice highlights the action (Cash refunds are not given because . . .). Use the passive voice for the
bad news. In some instances you can combine passive-voice verbs and a subordinate clayge.
Although franchise scoop shop owners cannot be required to lower their frozen yogurt prices, we gye
happy to pass along your comments for their consideration.

Highlighting the Positive. Asyoulearned earlier, messages are far more effective whep
you describe what you can do instead of what you can’t do. Rather than We will no longer alloy,
credit card purchases, try a more positive appeal: We are now selling gasoline at discount cash prices,

Implying the Refusal. It is sometimes possible to avoid a direct statement of refusal.
Often, your reasons and explanations leave no doubt that a request has been denied. Explicit
refusals may be unnecessary and at times cruel. In this refusal to contribute to a charity, for
example, the writer never actually says no: Because we will soon be moving into new offices in
Glendale, all our funds are earmarked for relocation costs. We hope that next year we will be able to
support your worthwhile charity. The danger of an implied refusal, of course, is that it is so subtle
that the reader misses it. Be certain that you make the bad news clear, thus preventing the
need for further correspondence.

Suggesting a Compromise or an Alternative. A refusal is not so depressing—
for the sender or the receiver—if a suitable compromise, substitute, or alternative is avail-
able. In denying permission to a group of students to visit a historical private residence, for
instance, this writer softens the bad news by proposing an alternative: Although private tours
of the grounds are not given, we do open the house and its gardens for one charitable event in the fall.
You can further reduce the impact of the bad news by refusing to dwell on it. Present it briefly
(or imply it), and move on to your closing.

Closing Pleasantly

After explaining the bad news sensitively, close the message with a pleasant statement that
promotes goodwill. The closing should be personalized and may include a forward look, an
alternative, good wishes, freebies, resale information, or a sales promotion. Resale refers to
mentioning a product or service favorably to reinforce the customer’s choice. For example, you
chose our best-selling model.

Forward Look. Anticipate future relations or business. A letter that refuses a contract
proposal might read: Thanks for your bid. We look forward to working with your talented staff when
future projects demand your special expertise.

Alternative Follow-Up. If an alternative exists, end your letter with follow-through
advice. For example, in a letter rejecting a customer’s demand for replacement of landscaping
plants, you might say: I will be happy to give you a free inspection and consultation. Please call
301-746-8112 to arrange a date for my visit. In a message to a prospective home buyer: Although
the lot you saw last week is now sold, we do have two excellent view lots available at a slightly higher
price. In reacting to an Internet misprint: Please note that our website contained an unfortunate
misprint offering $850-per-night Bora Bora bungalows at $85. Although we cannot honor that rate,
we are offering a special half-price rate of $425 to those who responded.

Good Wishes. Aletter rejecting a job candidate might read: We appreciate your interest in
our company, and we extend to you our best wishes in your search to find the perfect match between

your skills and job requirements.

Freebies. When customers complain—primarily about food products or small consumer
items—companies often send coupons, samples, or gifts to restore confidence and to plfomf’te
future business. In response to a customer’s complaint about a frozen dinner, you could write:
Your loyalty and your concern about our frozen entrées are genuinely appreciated. Because we want
you to continue enjoying our healthy and convenient dinners, we are enclosing a coupon that you can

take to your local market to select your next Green Valley entrée.




