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I have never liked having to deliver bad news. In fact, I used to procrastinate, hoping that the situation 
would correct itself, so I would not have to deal with it. But this approach just delayed the inevitable.  
 
The reality is that delivering bad news is part of life. And, it requires tact, diplomacy, and concern for the 
well-being of both you and the other person. The following techniques will help you incorporate these 
qualities into your conversation.  
 

1. Pick a time and place when you can be free of distraction or interruption. 

2. Get right to the point. Announce up front that you have some unpleasant, unfortunate, 
disappointing, or disturbing news. The right words?  Simple: "I have some unpleasant news." 

3. Use "softeners" to open. For example: "I'm sorry to have to tell you..." or "I'm afraid that..." 

4. If the news is coming as a shock to the other person, be prepared for their emotional reaction. 
Let them vent, if they seem to need it. DO NOT try to get them to "calm down” or “be 
reasonable." 

5. If you are concerned about their reacting with violence, make sure you have provided for your 
own safety and security. Either have a witness present, or alert security in advance. 

6. If appropriate, once the shock has abated, offer the person resources they can pursue. 

7. Forgive yourself for being the bearer of bad news. You are not causing their distress...the news is.  

Let’s face it -- while the task of delivering bad news will become easier with experience, it will never be 
easy. However, if you put these seven steps into practice, you will be able to focus attention on the facts, 
not personalities. I look forward to hearing your comments, results, and questions.  
 

 
Ann M. Butera, MBA, CRP, is President of The Whole Person Project, Inc., an 
organizational development consulting and training firm, is a frequent conference 
speaker, and served as audit committee chair for a financial services firm. 
 
Ann is the author of two work manuals: Mastering the Five Tiers of Audit Competency: 
The Essence of Effective Auditing and Say What?! How to Communicate with Tact and 
Impact. She shares best practices for every stage of the audit and how to say anything 
to anybody during a project. New and seasoned auditors will benefit from her insight 
culled from over 30 years’ experience in training thousands of their peers. 
  
Please visit www.wholepersonproject.com for more information on her consulting and 
training services. She welcomes your reactions and questions and can be reached at 

amb@wholepersonproject.com. 
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