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Don’t Shoot the Messenger!  

Giving unpalatable advice diplomatically

Introduction

· Do you ever have to deal with difficult or sensitive topics in your job? Can you give some examples?
· Do you ever have to give bad news or to give people unwanted advice? Again, please give some examples.

Vocabulary

Match the word to the meaning. The letters in bold show the word stress.
1) unpalatable


a) an unproved negative statement about someone 

2) allegation


b) tasting bad, difficult to accept

3) to pull your weight

c) to throw out like rubbish, to dispose of

4) to get rid of


d) to do your fair share of work (in a team)

5) ‘dead wood’


e) to be given your job back

6) to be reinstated

f) useless, not needed

7) voluntary


g) losing your job for economic reasons

8) a redundancy

h) of your own free will

9) a severance package
i) to promise something or make it secure

10)  to guarantee

j) to make something more acceptable

11) ‘to sugar the pill’

k) an agreement and money for leaving your job

Comprehension questions

Please read the dialogue on the next page:

· What issue does the manager present to the HR officer?

· What solution does the HR officer come up with?

· At first is the manager happy with the HR officer’s advice?

· How does the HR officer try to get the manager to accept the advice?
Analysis

Now that you have read the dialogue:

· Can you find examples of diplomatic language in this dialogue?
· Can you find an example of the following pattern in the dialogue?

· Empathise

· Give Bad News

· Giving a Reason

· Suggest an Alternative
· The HR officer also spells out the consequences to the manager (i.e. explains them in detail), in which sentence does this happen?
· Can you find a sentence where the HR officer is being especially firm? What words does the HR officer use to stress his/her points?

Dialogue
A = a senior manager; B = a human resources officer

A:
I’m not happy about Steve’s performance. He has serious time-keeping issues, and I don’t think he’s pulling his weight in the team. Can we get rid of him?

B:
You mean sack him?

A:
Yes, that’s right.

B:
Well, his personnel file doesn’t reveal anything serious. I’m not sure we have much to go on.

A:
Look, I’m under pressure to cut costs. There must be a way to ‘right-size’ the department. As far as I’m concerned, Steve’s dead wood and he has to go.

B:
I understand your concerns, but this isn’t going to be that easy. You see, under German law employees like Steve have a lot of protection. If you really want to get rid of Steve, it might be better to go down the voluntary redundancy route.

A:
That sounds complicated and expensive. Can’t you just fire him?

B:
Well we could, but he would be immediately reinstated by the courts and that would also cost the company much more money.

A:
I see, so tell me about this redundancy option then.

B:
Well, we’d have a meeting with Steve and explain that the company is seeking to make cost savings. We would tell him that the company is looking to reduce the workforce as part of an economy drive, and that we are offering people voluntary redundancy as a result. He would have to be offered a generous severance package to ‘sugar the pill’; it would be more than is in his contract. Of course, we can’t guarantee that he would leave, but it’s all we can offer in the short term.

A:
OK, well, if that’s all we can do, we’d better do it. How soon can you set up a meeting?

Build your language toolbox
Your trainer will give you some phrases. Please match them to the following categories:

Empathising

Giving Bad News

Giving a Reason

Suggesting an alternative

Spelling out the consequences

Language Toolbox
Empathising 

I understand your concerns,

I realise the importance of the matter, 

I see where you’re coming from,

Obviously, these are serious allegations, 

Giving Bad News

I’m afraid this isn’t going to be that easy, 

…but that isn’t legally possible,

However, we aren’t in a position to do that,

We’ll need to act more strategically if we want to get results, and that will take time.

We don’t really have enough evidence to go down that route.

I’m afraid that won’t be feasible,…
Unfortunately, that course of action wouldn’t be accepted by the courts.

Giving a Reason

due to + noun

given + noun

because of + noun

you see…

because 
Suggest an Alternative

What we could do is to [have a meeting with the employee].

One thing that we could do is to …..

I could perhaps suggest having a meeting with the employee to start with.

Instead of [starting disciplinary proceedings] we could perhaps [sit down and talk with the employee instead].

It might be better to …

Spelling out the repercussions

If you were to act immediately, the consequences could be serious. We could be faced with costly legal action.

Well, we could do that, but what would happen is that ….

Discussion Scenario
Your company was hit hard by the financial crisis and needs to save money. This year the Software Development Department has overspent its annual budget and has been refused a budgetary increase. The Department Head has been asked to dismiss one employee from his team to save costs. He/she comes to you with 2 possible candidates:

EMPLOYEE PROFILES

Barney Rubble




Fred Flintstone

Age:

 24




Age:

53

Marital Status:
 Single




Marital Status:
Married

Education:
 Engineering degree


Education:
Computing degree

Salary:

 27,000 EURO



Salary:

38,500 EURO

Time in job:
 2 years




Time in job:
8 years

Job Role:
Software developer


Job Role:
Software developer


Performance:
generally good, but 


Performance:
fair: room for improvement,

some issues with performance

problems with one project

this year 





last year due to carelessness

Discuss in groups

· if it’s possible to dismiss these employees and why this is;

· what other alternatives there are and what the pros and cons are of each one;

· what the next steps would be.

Some of you will be HR officers and some will be managers. You are going to have a meeting about this scenario. Prepare what you are going to say with your partner.

Trainer Notes

Primary Aims:
Present and practice functional language connected with giving advice and handling sensitive HR situations.

Secondary Aims:
Present and practice vocabulary connected with this topic.


Fluency


Pronunciation

Minimum level:

strong B2 (ideally C1)

Time: 



80-90 minutes with a large group, 60 min with a smaller 

one

Notes:



This is aimed at HR professionals.

Lesson Plan

Introduction (5 min)

This is a fairly standard warmer exercise. Get the participants to discuss the questions in groups and then to report back to the class.

Vocabulary (10 min)

Same instructions as above. The bold type represents the stresses.

Answers:

1) b

2) a

3) d

4) c

5) f

6) e

7) h

8) g

9) k

10) i

11) j

Comprehension questions (5 min, 10 min if you read the dialogue aloud)

Standard procedure. The dialogue is on the next page.

Answers:

1) S/he wants to get rid of an employee who s/he believes to be a low performer.

2) S/he suggests a voluntary redundancy.

3) No, s/he rejects the advice (“Can’t you just fire him?”).

4) S/he doesn’t contradict the manager directly; instead s/he explains the consequences and the legal situation. S/he accepts the manager’s situation and empathises with him/her.

Analysis (5 min)

1) “I understand your concerns.” 

“Well, we could..” 

“…he would be…. that would cost the company much more money.”

Use of second conditional

2) Empathise:


I understand your concerns
Bad News:


but this isn’t going to be easy
Giving a reason:

You see, under German law…
Suggesting alternatives:
it might be better to go down….

3) … he would immediately be reinstated by the courts, and that would cost the company much more money.

4) Words such as  ‘immediately’ and ‘much more’ stress the HR officer’s points.

Dialogue

· I haven’t given genders or names for the two roles. You could always ask the participants to allot names or genders to the manager and HR officer as they see fit.
· When I do this exercise I often read it aloud, so that the participants can hear how the HR officer’s intonation can ensure that s/he sounds polite yet firm/assertive.
· If you have time, peform and record the dialogue with a colleague, i.e. turn the exercise into a listening comprehension.

Building the language tool box (10 min)

The phrases are included at the end. Cut them into strips and shuffle them. The participants (in groups/pairs) then have to match them to the categories. Trainer to monitor and go through the answers at the end.

Language Toolbox (10 min with pronunciation focus)

Choose a few choice phrases. Get the participants to analyse these for pronunciation features (e.g. sentence stress, linking, intonation). Drill the sentences in preparation for the discussion. Focus on intonation (e.g. diplomacy, firmness).

Discussion Scenario (30 min)

This is really a role-play, but my participants hate role-plays, so I changed the name.

1) Get the participants to answer the questions in groups. Then report back to the class.

2) Then split participants into managers and HR officers. Each group then has to prepare what they want to say in the meeting. The HR group should choose some of the toolbox phrases to use. Tell the managers to be especially difficult and determined.
3) Re-pair and do the roleplay

4) Feedback

5) Repeat but with the roles reversed.

6) Feedback

With smaller groups (2-3) get them to explain the situation to you while you pretend to be the manager.

Phrases for exercise (to be cut up)

I understand your concerns,

I realise the importance of the matter, 

I see where you’re coming from,

Obviously, these are serious allegations, 

I’m afraid this isn’t going to be that easy, 

…. but that isn’t legally possible,

However, we aren’t in a position to do that,

We’ll need to act more strategically if we want to get results, and that will take time.

We don’t really have enough evidence to go down that route.

I’m afraid that won’t be feasible,..

Unfortunately, that course of action wouldn’t be accepted by the courts.

given [the employee’s good appraisal record].

due to [the employee’s good appraisal record].

because of [the employee’s good appraisal record].

you see [this employee has a very good appraisal record]

because [this employee has a very good appraisal record]

What we could do is to [have a meeting with the employee].

One thing that we could do is to …..

I could perhaps suggest having a meeting with the employee to start with.

Instead of [starting disciplinary proceedings] we could perhaps [sit down and talk with the employee instead].

It might be better to …

If you were to act immediately, the consequences could be serious. We could be faced with costly legal action.

Well, we could do that, but what would happen is that ….

[image: image1.png]



English training on the job – for the job

7

[image: image2.jpg]