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Your Guide to Those Difficult Conversations 

& Giving Feedback

How To Tackle Poor Performance 

& Difficult Behaviours 
Adapted from Nancy Slessenger, Vinehouse

http://www.vinehouse.co.uk
Step 1

Clearly identify the problem. Make sure you gather evidence and facts about what exactly has been happening. Gather evidence from more than one person if you can.

Stick to questions like:

· What happened?

· What did he/she say?

· What did he/she do?

· What did you do?

Step 2

Identify what the individual concerned should have done in the situation.

If not, ask yourself what a competent volunteer/employee would have done in similar circumstances. Make absolutely sure you are clear on this.

Sometimes it's very easy to say what you want a person to stop doing, but much more difficult to explain what they are supposed to do.

Step 3

Sit down with the individual concerned and ask them what happened.

Assume they were doing their best. Most of the time, you will find that their recollection of the incident is remarkably similar to everyone else's as long as you don't behave in an accusatory manner. 

Depending on the issue, ask him/her if he/she is aware of any other way of dealing with the situation.

If this individual is behaving really badly, they often won't have any idea about other ways of handling the situation.

Step 4

Explain to them how they need to behave in future in those situations. 

For example

'Next time you disagree with a colleague, listen to what he has to say and summarise it. Then ask him to explain his reasoning. Then explain your concerns. Then ask him what could be done about those concerns.'

Step 5

Keep checking. If the problem happens again, either repeat the process or refer to our Dealing with Inappropriate Behaviour or Poor Performance policies.

These steps will not solve every problem, of course. But they will go a long way to resolving a large proportion of them. 

The first two steps in particular are tremendously useful. 

In step 3, I have been constantly amazed at what people will tell me. I once sat down with a woman who had been accused of quite severe bullying. I asked her to tell me how she had dealt with a couple of situations (where members of her team had had problems). 

She immediately obliged by pointing her finger menacingly at an imaginary transgressor in the chair opposite and shouted 

'You've just got to ****ing tell them they've got to ****ing get on. You can't mess about with these *******  ********s...' Well, you get the idea.

She regarded her behaviour as faultless. And it turned out with good reason. She had been told she was doing a great job for over ten years. She had had excellent appraisals and numerous pay rises. 

She was devastated to be accused of bullying, because she thought bullying was dreadful. Her children had been bullied at school and she knew the effects.

The real problem

In this case, as in so many others I have seen, the real problem was weak management. No one had given her any support or help. No one had trained her in management techniques of the 20th century or let her know there were other ways of operating.

The key points

If you can, tackle all these issues as soon as possible. Use the steps I have outlined. And then review the behaviour regularly, if necessary on a weekly basis. 
These things don't go away

Tackling these things is part of the role of being a manager (of paid or unpaid staff). As the Hitchhikers Guide to Galaxy said - Don’t Panic.

Your Volunteering Development Officer is always there to help you with these kinds of situations.

Top Tips for those Difficult Conversations
Useful Influencing Questions/Approaches

Avoid saying ‘Don’t do that’ as people immediately see themselves doing that!

Say ‘Do do this….’ as they will see themselves doing that.  

What I want is?

What I need from you is?

How do you feel about that?

Avoid asking ‘Why’ questions as this directs people backwards to why they can’t do something.

Ask instead

· What stops you?

· Gets them to look beyond the problem

· What would happen if ….?

· Creates possibilities and the possibility the problem can be overcome

Approach to a Difficult Conversation

One thing I've found very useful, and it always goes down well with people I'm training, is an old assertiveness formula. People like it as it gives them something to hold on to, they feel safe, and it usually has a good effect.

It goes like this:

"When you.... (e.g. come in late three times a week)... it has the effect that... (e.g. it sets a bad example, customers have to wait etc. Must be real and observable)."

Take a breath.

"What I would prefer is for you to ....(e.g. Come in on time).

"The benefits to you would be .... (e.g. you won't have a disciplinary, you get your work done in time etc).

"The benefits to me would be.... (e.g. I have the whole team together to give out the work, I don't get complaints from customers etc).

"The benefits to the group would be....( etc)"

Take a breath.

"What do you think about that?"

They comment or justify, e.g.: "Oh but I have to take the kids to school and I have to be late..."

"So what is your plan to… (e.g. either get in early, or reduce the bad effects of the lateness)."

Joanna Howard -  Nov 2005 as read on http://www.trainingzone.co.uk/cgi-bin/item.cgi?id=147699

Reminds me of the old BIFF model for feedback:

B ehaviour

I  mpact

F eelings

F uture

e.g., I noticed you were late three times last week, which had the impact that the rest of the team had to cover your calls. This generated understandable feelings of resentment. In future, I want you to come in on time.

It doesn't cover all the process, e.g. problem solving, but can get the core message delivered cleanly. 

Ten Tips for those Difficult Conversations 

 ~ Walking the Tightrope ~ 
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1. Be clear about your goal.  Know exactly what you want to accomplish in the conversation and why. Include "preserve the dignity of the other person" as part of your overall goal.

2. Know yourself.   Specifically, know your "default" style of conflict resolution. If you know that at heart you’re a confronter, withdrawer, smoother, compromiser or forcer (see the handout What is Your Conflict Management Style Questionnaire), you can determine if that style will serve you best or if circumstances require another approach.

3. Prepare. Gather the information you’ll need. Think through how you want to handle the conversation. Don’t hesitate to rehearse with another manager if you think the talk is going to be especially tricky. Alert your boss and your Volunteering Development Officer if you will need them to get your back.

4. Start strong. Align your opening words with the seriousness of the conversation. Know when to ease into the conversation and when to lead with the bad news.

5. Don’t pile on. Focus your conversation on your goal. Don’t toss in a variety of other concerns or offences that can complicate or sabotage your conversation. Stay focused.

6. Focus on behaviours. Describe the precise behaviours that you want more or less of. Telling people to change their attitudes or thinking is ambiguous. Telling people what behaviours they must change is specific and measurable.

7. Expect emotion. Emotion –- yours and theirs -– is a normal part of conflict and difficult conversations. Make certain you manage yours well. Don’t let emotion overcome your reason. If the other person becomes angry, stay calm, defuse the tension and if need be, take a break. Don’t assume tears signify an attempt to manipulate you; some people cry instinctively. Keep tissues handy.

8. Stay on track. The other person may try to deflect, deny, change the subject, or make you the subject of the conversation. Be prepared to herd the words back to your goal.

9. End smart. Sum up. Repeat what you heard the other person say. Consider asking for a summary of what the other person heard. This gives you a chance to clear up misperceptions. Talk about next steps.

10. Follow up. It may be paperwork for big issues or a conversation for smaller ones, but tough talks demand follow-up. If you handle difficult conversations well, your follow-up may take the form of positive feedback because the other person heard the right message –- and responded constructively.

Jill Geisler, Group Leader, Leadership and Management Programs - The Poynter Insttitute

FEEDBACK

Four Steps For Offering Great Feedback
 
We are often asked the best way for offering feedback.  Of course, there are many ways of offering feedback but the one we tend to go with is an easy 4 step approach.  Why a 4 step approach, well we often see people giving feedback using only 1 or possibly 2 steps.  Example of 1 step would be, ”You didn’t ask questions” or “You should listen more”.  Example of 2 steps would be, “You didn’t ask questions, so next time try asking some open questions” or “You should listen more so that you get the big picture”.  By doing this, you often leave the person you’re offering feedback to frustrated rather than feeling motivated to try something different (or continuing to do what they are doing well).  To give great feedback, try using 4 steps.

First, outline the facts you observed.  If you left it here, you will get questions such as ‘so what?’, ‘and …?’ etc.  To eliminate this, you follow with the second step of outlining the results of what you saw ie you validate your previous observation.  You could leave it here, but if the person you are offering feedback to doesn’t know how to change the identified problem they will be left frustrated.  So, the next step is to offer suggestions for improvement.  It’s all well-and-good offering suggestions, but unless people can see the benefit of implementing these, they will just carry on doing what they were doing.  The final step then is to outline the possible results of implementing the suggestions you offered.  Keep these very benefit focused for the person you’re offering feedback to ie a big WIIFM (What's In It For Me) from their perspective.  To summarise:

4 Steps

1 Say what you saw (facts only)

2 Outline the result of what you saw (facts only)

3 Make suggestions

4 Outline the result of the suggestions

Example – offering feedback following observing a volunteer demonstrating binoculars to a customer

(Say what you saw – facts only) – “What I observed was that you did most of the talking promoting the features of the binoculars.”

(Outline the result of what you saw - facts only) – “Due to this I saw your potential customer loosing interest, checking their watch, looking away from you and preparing to leave.  It resulted in your potential customer not buying.”

(Make suggestions) – “What you might like to try next time is asking your potential customer what they currently use their binoculars for and what they are looking for from a new pair of binoculars.  You can then outline the features of your product that would meet their needs.”

(Outline the result of the suggestions) – “By doing this you will engage your potential customer in the process as they will feel that you’re interested in their needs and  not just trying to sell them your product.  By matching the features to their needs your potential customer will be able to see how this pair of binoculars will help them.  This will lead to them wanting the product rather than you trying to sell the product.  All of this should lead to an easy sale.”

NB – This approach works equally well when offering feedback suggesting a change or offering feedback when all went according to plan ie to reinforce the actions you observed.

When you’re asked to offer feedback, avoid ‘stroking’ feedback eg “that was good” or “you need to ask open questions”.  “What was good?”  “Why should I ask open questions?”  This type of feedback doesn’t help anyone.  Follow these 4 easy steps to make sure you offer impartial constructive feedback outlining specific observations leading to practical suggestions for improvement.  Be known for offering Great Feedback.

Guidelines For Giving Feedback Assertively

· Be specific. Talk about the behaviour, not the person.

· Own the feedback.  Use "I" rather than "one" or "some of us".

· Begin with positive statements and move to room for improvement points after.

· Is this something about which you have a right to impose your views?  If it affects you, then yes, if it does not, consider asking whether the person wants feedback before delivering it or wait until you are asked.

· Avoid negating your positive comments by following them with "but".  Simply begin a new sentence.

· Check your voice quality, eye contact and other body language to ensure that it is assertive.

· Sometimes people will try to block you giving feedback by playing upon your compassion or by introducing distracting and irrelevant comments. When people do this you can use The Broken Record Technique:
· Decide what your basic message or complaint is and repeat it over and over again in response to whatever the other person says until they finally respond to what you are saying.  This works best if you stick to the same set of words and precede them with a summary of what the other person has just said or statements like:

· "You have not heard what I have said"

· "Let me say it again"

· "What you are saying is irrelevant to the main issue"

· If the other person does come up with a valid point but one that does not neutralise your point, acknowledge that they have a good point and say that you will discuss that once you have discussed your point.

E.A.R.R Feedback Model

Event 


What happened? Reality. Evidence based.

Facts, not opinion. Be specific. Videotalk; that which could be captured by a video camera. May be appropriate to seek agreement prior to moving on.
It may be that the ‘Event’ is actually a series of events, recorded over a period of time. Avoid labels, judgements and blame – stick to specific facts only during this first stage.

Appraisal
What you thought, think, and believe. Your interpretation and/or judgements concerning the ‘event’. 

Begin sentences with ‘I’.
Reaction
The impact / consequences of their behaviour on you and/or others. May be appropriate to share how you felt, feel, and/or behaved as a result of your appraisal. 

Begin sentences with ‘I’.
Recommendation

What you would like or require from them.

Clear, specific. Time/date measurable?

May be appropriate to detail consequences if the recommended changes are not made.
The EARR model is effective because it:
· Uses ‘I’ language

· Avoids blame & labels

· Clearly states future expectations

Fogging

Sometimes some people make numerous small carping comments.  If these are irritating rather than injurious to your self-esteem, then it can be simpler to fog rather than waste energy challenging them individually.

Fogging involves using bland responses by which you do not take the bait and get wound up by the comments, nor do you dignify them by giving a meaningful response.

e.g.     "Yes, I can see why you might think that."

            "Well that's certainly a point of view."

You should not use fogging as a way of avoiding confronting, if the comments are damaging to your self-esteem or position.

FEEDBACK

5 Tips from Vinehouse 
Adapted from Nancy Slessenger, Vinehouse

http://www.vinehouse.co.uk
1) The first thing to be clear about before you give any feedback is what feedback really is.

It is factual information about what you have said or done that enables you to make a decision on how to do it another time.

There is no such thing as 'positive' or 'negative' feedback.

Statements like 'I really liked it.' Or 'It was awful' are not feedback, they are opinions. 

So before you give any feedback, work out what the facts were.

2) Once you have gathered the facts, work out what it is you want to achieve by giving the feedback. If the answer is 'Get my own back' or 'Make him realise how much he upset me' think again.

This kind of thing can end up in a very unhelpful spiral consisting of people blaming each other for everything. 

A much more useful objective would be around how you would like something to be:

'Next time I'd like the report written up at least three days before the meeting so I have a chance to read it first.'

"I would like Terry to listen to what I have to say before he makes a decision.'

'I would like my meal served hot.'

Make sure your goal is written in the positive; it will make a big difference to what you achieve.

3) Now you have worked out what the facts are and what it is you need to achieve, you are ready to work out what to say. Here's the structure:

What happened

What the impact was

What you would like the individual to do next time

So an example might be:

Yesterday I came here for my lunch and when it arrived on the table the chips were cold.

That meant I didn't enjoy my meal very much.

Could you see if they could be served hotter today please?

Here's another example:

You asked me to give you my thoughts on the new shift pattern. I went home and spent several hours making adjustments I had put in several hours working out a pattern that would keep everyone happy.  I've just been told that you had already instigated your plan.

If you need some thoughts on something like that again, please wait till I've responded and discuss it with me.

Instead of giving feedback in statements, use questions:

4) We've now got to the stage where you have a structure and know how to go about working out your feedback. Here are some advanced tips that should really help.

Building on yesterday's example:

"You asked me to give you my thoughts on the new shift pattern. I went home and spent several hours making adjustments I had put in several hours working out a pattern that would keep everyone happy.  I've just been told that you had already instigated your plan.

If you need some thoughts on something like that again, please wait till I've responded and discuss it with me."

You could do that like this:

"Do you remember asking me to give you my thoughts on the new shift pattern? 

This wasn't your intention, but I went home and spent several hours making adjustments and put in several hours working out a pattern that would keep everyone happy. 

I've just heard from John that you had already instigated your plan. Is that true?

If you need some thoughts on something like that again, please wait till I've responded and discuss it with me."

5) Here's your last tip on feedback. It's extremely useful and I've found it works about 99% of the time.

Assume the other person was doing their best. 

Yes, no matter how stupid what they have done is, or how difficult it has made your life, assume it was not a deliberate plot against you.

After all, that's probably what you'd like others to do if the situation were reversed.

So taking one of our previous examples:

Yesterday I came here for my lunch and when it arrived on the table the chips were cold.

That meant I didn't enjoy my meal very much.

Could you see if they could be served hotter today please?

Let's modify it

I'm sure you didn't realise this, but yesterday the chips that came with my lunch were cold.

That meant I didn't enjoy my meal very much.

I know it's not your fault. Is there any thing that can be done to make sure they're hot when they arrive? 

The big secret

When you make this assumption (and I mean you REALLY make it) and treat people as though they are doing their best, they will generally bend over backwards to help you and the problem will be resolved. 

Most of the awkward issues where we want to give feedback to people but don't are down to misunderstandings. If you make it clear to people that you are sure it's a misunderstanding, they will feel better about it and usually respond in the way you want them to.

In fact, very often, you only have to give part one of the feedback:

'I'm sure you didn't realise this, but yesterday the chips that came with my lunch were cold.'

And people will start apologising and doing their best to resolve the situation. You only need to go on to the next two steps if they don't.

Performance story:

A while ago I read about a fascinating piece of research on performance. I can't remember if the taxi drivers concerned were in the UK or the US, and it doesn't really matter (London, I think). 

The group in the research was split into two. One was given a financial target for each day and told to keep on working till they had achieved the target. Then they were to stop. 

The other was given a target and told that if they had not achieved it by a specific time, to stop working and go home and come back the next day. However, if they had achieved the target they were to carry on and keep going while the going was good.

Which group do you think earned the most over a month? 

Interestingly, it was the second group. The one that was allowed to go home early when things weren't going well.

This is in contravention to what we are often told to do: Keep slogging away till we have achieved our goal.

Feedback

Last week I was running a course on feedback and how it improves performance if done well (it has the reverse effect if you do it badly).

I described how telling people what they had done wrong was extremely detrimental and it was much more effective to focus on what they are doing well and build on that. I have many examples that I use to illustrate this, but I have to say, many people find it very hard to take this lesson on board. 

They are convinced that we should always point out people's mistakes to them because this is the only way we really learn.

Then one of the participants, Nigel, almost grudgingly came up with one of the best examples I have ever come across. So I thought you'd be interested to hear it. He had been to see Clive Woodward speak. Clive Woodward managed the England side to victory in the 2003 Rugby World Cup. 

Apparently Clive told the audience how he used to get the team together every time they had had a bad match and they would go through all the mistakes in detail; who was in the wrong place when, and so on

Then he changed his approach. Every time they had a good match they would look at what they had done that had made it so successful. As a result of this they won the World Cup.

Motivation and improving performance

When we did a questionnaire a couple of months ago, a big proportion of the answers to the question: What is your biggest, most important question about Human Resources? were around motivation and getting results.

Pointing out mistakes and problems

How many managers do you know who are always telling people where they are going wrong? Do you even do it yourself? I know I did and still do in bad moments (I think they are called 'intellectual interludes' now).

It is a national pass-time in the UK, pointing out where others have gone wrong. Why is that? I don't know, because it's very counter-productive. And I don't like it when people do it to me; so why do I do it to them?

The taxi driver research I think is fascinating. It goes against all those beliefs about how work should be hard and any thing worth achieving should be a real struggle. The trouble is, we all know that this belief is fundamentally flawed. 

If you have ever seen a really good sports player; George Best, Rod Laver (I'm coming from an older generation, remember), you will have noticed how they seem to be effortless in their success. 

When I worked at Mars years ago, there was a squash tournament amongst some of the employees. 

It was always won by a man with a leg iron who was older than his colleagues. He had had polio and walked with a limp. He would stand in the middle of the court (so I was told by a very good and fit squash player in his 20s) casually flicking his racquet. His opponent would be thrashing around helplessly from the start to the dreadful end. (He did not resemble Yoda in any other way for any Star Wars fans reading this, but if you think of Yoda in one of his fights you've got the right idea.)

He would leave the court fresh and relaxed (possibly limping slightly). His opponent, dripping, exhausted and beaten, would stagger from his defeat. 

The Easy Way

I really think we should place much more emphasis that we often do on finding the EASY ways to succeed and reduce effort. From an early age we are encouraged to think that effort is worth rewarding on its own (even if the results are not good). Many schools have marks for effort. But none I've come across have a reward for finding an easy way to achieve success.

I'm not suggesting there's anything wrong with putting effort in, just that we might do well to change the emphasis a bit.

The Key Messages

So what are the key messages here? To motivate your people and improve performance, here are three key things you can do:

1. Learn to give effective feedback - it is the most efficient way of improving performance and motivating people. 

2. When things are going well - find out why and focus on that

3. When things are going badly, sometimes it's a good idea to stop and go home and come in fresh the next day.
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