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Chapter 5 
Bad-News Messages
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Bad-news messages

• Plan the bad-news message.
• Compose a message that rejects an  idea.
• Compose a message that refuses a favor.
• Compose a message that refuses a claim.
• Compose a bad-news announcement.
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Planning the Bad-News Message 

• Your purpose in writing a bad-news message is 
twofold: 

1. To say “no”or to convey bad news ? 
2. To retain the reader’s goodwill 
• To achieve these goals: 

1. Communicate your message politely, clearly, 
and firmly. 

2.  Show the reader you have seriously 
considered the request. 
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Organizing to Suit Your Audience

• 1.  The reader’s needs, expectations, and personality-and 
the writer’s relationship with the reader-determine the 
content and organization of a bad-news message. 

• 2.  To determine whether to use the direct or indirect 
organizational plan, take your cue from the sender’s 
original message. 

◆ Use the direct plan when responding to a routine request. 
◆  Use the indirect plan when answering a persuasive 

request. 
◆  Messages written to one’s supervisor are typically direct.
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• 3.  A direct message presents the major idea 
(the bad news) first, follows with any needed 
explanation, and concludes with a friendly 
closing. 

• 4.  An indirect message emphasizes the 
reasons for the bad news first, rather than 
beginning with the bad news itself. Again, follow 
up with a friendly closing.



Copyright © Cengage Learning. All rights reserved.  8 | 6

Prefer the direct plan when

• Writing to superiors
• The bad news involves a small routine matter, 

and the reader is not likely to be emotionally 
involved. 

• The reader prefers directness
• The reader expects a “no” response
• The writer wants to emphasize the bad news
• The reader-writer relationship is either extremely 

close or extremely poor.
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• Direct messages often are shorter than indirect 
messages because the direct plan typically is 
used for simpler situations. 

• A direct message begins with the major idea 
(the bad news), followed by an explanation and 
then a friendly close.
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Presenting bad news directly

• Present a brief rationale along with the bad 
news.

• Follow with needed explanation.
• End with a friendly, off-the-topic closing.
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• Not: The annual company picnic originally scheduled for 
August 3 at Riverside Park has been canceled.

• But: Because ongoing construction at Riverside Park might 
present safety hazards to our employees and their families, 
the annual company picnic originally scheduled for August 3 
has been canceled.

• Not: Our departmental compliance report will be late next 
month.(too blunt)

• Not: I am pleased to announce that our departmental 
compliance report will be submitted on March 15. (too 
positive)

• But: The extra time required to resolve the Baton Rouge 
refinery problem means that our departmental compliance 
report will be submitted on March 15 rather than on March 1.
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Discussion questions

1. Which is less desirable: an impatient reader or 
angry reader? 

2. Why is a poorly written refusal worse than an 
unsatisfactory oral one? 

Source:  Adapted from: http://www.stanford.edu/~harryg/protected/secured6/Chapter10.htm, accessed 
10/1/07.
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Possible answers 

1. If the receiver becomes impatient while reading 
a well-written explanation, that impatience is 
less damaging than would be the anger that 
often results from encountering bad news in 
the first sentence. 

2. A poorly written letter can be worse than an 
unsatisfactory oral response because the 
receiver has the “document on file.” 
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Prefer the indirect plan when

• Writing to colleagues and subordinates
• Writing to someone outside the organization
• The reader prefers the indirect approach
• You don’t know the reader
    In an indirect plan, you are emphasizing the 

reasons for the bad news, not the bad news 
itself. Therefore you should present the reasons 
first and then present the negative news.
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Presenting bad news indirectly

•  Begin with a buffer.
•  Justify your decision.
•  Present the bad news.
•  Close on a positive note.
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• An indirect message should begin with an opening 
buffer that lessens the impact of bad news and 
helps establish or strengthen the reader-writer 
relationship. 

• An effective opening buffer for a bad-news 
message will be 

◆  neutral
Not neutral: Stores like Parker Brothers benefit from 

our policy of not providing in-store demonstrators 
for our line of microwave ovens.

Misleading: Your tenth-anniversary sale would be a 
great opportunity for us to promote our products.
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◆ Relevant
Irrelevant:  Our new apartment-sized microwave 

oven means that young couples, retirees, and 
students can enjoy the convenience of 
microwave cooking.

◆ Supportive
Unsupportive: You must realize how expensive it 

would be to supply an in-house demonstrator 
for anniversary sales such as yours.
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◆ interesting 
Obvious: We have received your letter requesting 

an in-store demonstrator for your upcoming 
tenth-anniversary.

◆ Short
Too long: As you may remember, for many years 

we provided in-store demonstrators for our line 
of microwave ovens. We were happy to do this 
because we felt that customersneeded to see 
the spectacular results of our new browning 
element, which made microwaved food look as 
if it had just come from a regular oven. We 
discontinued this practice five years ago 
because ...
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Types of buffers

• Agreement
I agree with you that full-color visual aids are 
more effective and attractive than 
black-and-white ones.

• Appreciation
Thanks, Tony, for taking the initiative to research 
the feasibility of purchasing a color printer for 
our training department.
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Types of buffers

• Compliment
Congratulations, Tony, on the 95 percent 
approval rating from our seminar participants. 
That’s a first for our department.

• Facts
Last week’s approval of our Westinghouse 
proposal will mean a dramatic increase in the 
number of technical seminars we’ll sponsor next 
year.



Copyright © Cengage Learning. All rights reserved.  8 | 19

Types of buffers

• General principle
I believe in furnishing our trainers with the tools 
that they need to fulfill our company’s training 
needs.

•  Good news
The new Barco projection system that I 
approved yesterday will enable us to produce 
multimedia training sessions for the first time.
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Types of buffers

• Understanding
I want you to know that I support your efforts to 
increase the effectiveness of our training 
mission.
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Justifying Your Decision 

• You have reached your decision by analyzing 
all the relevant information. Explaining your 
analysis honestly will help convince the reader 
that your decision is reasonable. The major part 
of your message should focus on the reasons 
and reader benefits, rather than on the bad 
news. Show the reader that your decision was 
a business decision, not a personal one. But do 
not hide behind company policy: explain it.
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• Not: Company policy prohibits our providing an 
in-store demonstrator for your 
tenth-anniversary sale.

• But: A survey of our dealers three years ago 
indicated they felt the space taken up by 
in-store demonstrators and the resulting traffic 
problems were not worth the effort; they were 
also concerned about the legal liability of 
having someone cooking in their stores.
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Giving the Bad News 
• If you have done a convincing job of explaining 

the reasons, the bad news should come as no 
surprise. It should appear to be logical and 
reasonable. 

• 1.  Use positive or neutral language. Stress 
what you can do, not what you cannot do. 

• 2.  Subordinate the bad news by placing it in 
the middle of a paragraph with another 
discussion of your reasons. 

• 3.  Use impersonal language. 
• 4.  Do not apologize for your decision. 
• 5.  Do not be evasive.
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Giving the bad news 

• To enable us to have the funds needed to 
finance our move into multimedia presentations, 
we’re delaying all other capital equipment 
purchases for six months. These presentations 
are projected directly from the computer itself, 
thereby avoiding the need to print color 
transparencies.
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Discussion question

Roy Jacobson suggests that three basic qualities 
should be used in delivering bad news: honesty, 
sensitivity, and humanity, as indicated by these 
guidelines:

• Be as honest as you can be. 
• Be sensitive to the sound of the words. 
• Speak person-to-person.

From your perspective, which one is the most 
important? Why?

Source:  Adapted from: Jacobsen, R.,  “Delivering Bad News,” The Editorial Eye, Alexandria, VA,  Vol. 29, No. 2), 2006. 
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Closing on a positive note

• Best wishes
Best wishes, Tony, as you continue your efforts to 
strengthen the training mission of our organization.

• Counterproposal
To help ensure the timely printing of your 
transparencies, I would be happy to authorize 
courier service to and from the print shop until we’re 
able to consider this matter further.
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Closing on a positive note

• Other sources of help
In the meantime, Marc Dye has indicated that we 
can use the Kodak color copier in the marketing 
department for making one or two color copies at a 
time.

• Resale or subtle sales promotion
Comments that I hear from my colleagues in other 
departments reinforce my own belief that the training 
department contributes substantially to the overall 
success of our firm. Thanks for your help, Tony.
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Quiz

What are the four elements of a bad news 
message that uses the indirect approach?

a. Bad news, apology, explanation, and close.
b. Buffer, apology, bad news, and explanation.
c. Buffer, explanation, bad news, and close.
d. Bad news, alternative, apology, and close.
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Quiz

What are the four elements of a bad news 
message that uses the indirect approach?

a. Bad news, apology, explanation, and close.
b. Buffer, apology, bad news, and explanation.
c. Buffer, explanation, bad news, and close. 

(correct)
d. Bad news, alternative, apology, and close.
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What is the goal of a buffer statement in a bad 
news message?

a. To establish or strengthen the reader-writer 
relationship.

b. To apologize for the bad news.
c. To summarize the bad news.
d. To hint at the bad news.

Quiz
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What is the goal of a buffer statement in a bad 
news message?

a. To establish or strengthen the reader-writer 
relationship. (correct)

b. To apologize for the bad news.
c. To summarize the bad news.
d. To hint at the bad news.

Quiz
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Key term

•  buffer 缓冲
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Bad-News Replies
• Rejecting an Idea 
     One of the most difficult bad-news messages to write is 

one that rejects someone’s idea; this is because of the 
time and energy the person put into developing the 
proposal. 

1. The key here is to educate the reader by carefully 
explaining the reasons for the rejection. 

2. The objective of all bad-news messages that are written 
using the indirect organizational plan is to persuade the 
reader that the decision you have made is reasonable.
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In-class writing: Refusing an 
Idea--Oversized Dressing Rooms 

• You are Rebecca Chavez and you certainly appreciate 
Robert Kilcline's memo recommending oversized 
dressing rooms for your new store in Fashion Square 
Mall. Robert has always been very 
customer-conscious, a trait you try to instill and nurture 
in all your employees.After checking with the facility 
planner for the new store, you find that the Fashion 
Square Mall management has only a certain amount of 
space available for your store. Thus, any space taken 
up by the dressing rooms wouldhave to be at the 
expense of the public store areas.

• Write a memo to Robert, giving him this information. 
Perhaps he can suggest other ways to enhance 
customer service.
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• Refusing a Favor
•  1.  If someone tries to persuade you to do a 

“big” favor that you cannot do, you probably 
should present your refusal indirectly. 

• 2.  Most requests for favors are routine, and a 
routine request should receive a routine written 
response following the direct organizational 
plan. Buffer the bad news somewhat by 
providing a reasonable rationale for declining.
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In-class writing: Refusing a Favor-Summer 
Internship 

• Assume the role of vice president of operations for 
Kolor Kosmetics, a small manufacturer in Biloxi, Missis-

• sippi. One of your colleagues from the local chamber of 
commerce, Dr. Andrea T. Mazzi, has written asking 
whether your firm can provide a summer internship in 
your department for her son Peter, a college 
sophomore who is interested in a manufacturing career. 
Kolor Kosmetics has no provisions for temporary 
summer employees and does not currently operate an 
intern ship program. Further, the factory shuts down for 
a two-week vacation every July.        '

• Write Dr. Mazzi to let her know this information. 
Perhaps there are other ways that her son can gain 
firsthand experience in manufacturing during the 
summer.
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• Refusing a Claim 
• 1.  The indirect plan almost always is used 

when refusing an adjustment request, because 
the reader is emotionally involved in the 
situation. If you refuse the claim immediately, 
you risk losing the customer’s goodwill. 

• 2.  The tone of your refusal should convey 
respect and consideration for the customer, 
even when the customer is at fault. 
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• 3.  When explaining the reasons for denying the claim, do not 
accuse or lecture the reader. At the same time, do not appear 
to accept responsibility for the problem if the customer is at 
fault.

Not: The reason the handles ripped off your Samsonite luggage is 
that you overloaded it. The tag on the luggage clearly states 
that you should use the luggage only for clothing, with a 
maximum of 40 pounds. However, our engineers concluded 
that you had put at least 65 pounds of items in the luggage.

But: On receiving your piece of Samsonite luggage, we sent it to 
our testing department. The engineers there found stretch 
marks on the leather and a frayed nylon stitching cord. They 
concluded that such wear could have been caused only by 
contents weighing substantially more than the 40-pound 
maximum weight that is stated on the luggage tag. Such use 
is beyond the "normal wear and tear" covered in our warranty.
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• 4.  In impersonal, neutral language, explain 
why you are denying the claim. 

• 5.  If you can, offer a compromise. 
• 6.  If possible, somewhere in the letter include a 

subtle pitch for resale. 
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• In-class writing -Refusing a Claim-No Refund
You are the fulfillment representative an Paperbacks by Post. Roberto 

Velazquez, a customer, has written to request that you take back a book 
he received three months ago. The problem is not the book itself, which he 
read and enjoyed, but the value for the money. He complains that the book 
is too short (162 pages) to justify the amount he paid ($10.95). Velazquez 
wants his money back, and he also wants the book club to refund the cost 
of shipping the book back.

This is the fourth time in five months that Velazquez has returned a book.
Each time he had a different complaint-once he didn't like the cover illustration,
another time he found the language offensive-and you agreed to send
him his refunds. At this point, however, you believe that he is simply reading
the books and then making up an excuse to avoid paying for them.
You decide not to refund his money on this occasion (the number of pages
and price of the book were both clearly noted in the announcement Velazquez
received before the book was shipped). You also decide to cancel his member-
ship. Write him a letter to let him know your decisions.



Copyright © Cengage Learning. All rights reserved.  8 | 47

Bad News About Normal 
Operations 

• 1.  When the news is going to have little or no 
effect on the audience, give it directly-in the first 
sentence-and follow it with details. 

• 2.  Where an explanation is necessary, you can 
use the direct organizational plan or the indirect 
organizational plan. 

• 3.  When the news is going to have an adverse 
effect on the audience, do not hurry the 
discussion. 

• 4.  Associate your readers with good news; 
separate them from bad news. 
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In-class writing: Work-team 
Communication-A Slow Economy-No Bonus 
• You are the manager of a fitness equipment manufacturing plant 

called Muscles Galore located in Gary, Indiana. The plant has 
been in operation for seven years. Over the years your employees 
have been very productive, and sales have been high. Therefore, 
Muscles Galore has been able to give generous holiday bonuses 
(usually more than $1,000) to all of its employees for the last five 
years.

• This year, however, because of a slow economy, you will not be 
able to offer the holiday bonus. Although the workers have been 
very productive, fitness equipment sales are down about 15 
percent from last year. Your projections indicate that the economy 
is recovering, and sales should be up about 20 percent next year. 
If the projections are accurate, you should be able to offer the 
bonus again next year.

• Write a memo to your employees letting them know the bad news. 
Add any additional details to make your message complete.
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Bad News About the Organization 

• 1.  If your organization is experiencing serious 
problems, your employees, customers, and 
stock-holders should hear the news from 
you-not from newspaper accounts or rumors. 

• 2.  Where the problem is extremely serious, the 
company’s public relations department probably 
will issue a news release. 

• 3.  Be sure that the overall tone of the letter is 
appropriate and that individual sentences 
cannot be misinterpreted if they are lifted out of 
context. 



Copyright © Cengage Learning. All rights reserved.  8 | 53

• 4.  Choose your words with care. Be positive. 
• 5.  If the reader already has learned about the 

situation from other sources, use the direct 
organizational plan. Confirm the bad news 
quickly, and immediately begin to explain the 
situation. 

• 6.  If the reader is hearing the news for the first 
time, use the indirect organizational plan. Open 
with a buffer and then stress the most positive 
aspects of the situation. 
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In-class Writing: Bad-News 
Announcement-No Renewal 

• Assume the role of Gene Harley, the leasing manager of Northern 
Plaza. You have decided not to renew the lease of T-shirts Plus, 
which operates a tiny T-shirt decorating outlet in the mall. Three 
times in the past 13 months, the store's employees have left their 
heat-transfer machinery switched on after closing. Each time, the 
smoke activated the mall's smoke alarms and brought the fire 
department to the mall during the late-night hours. Although no 
damage has occurred, your insurance agent warns that the mall's 
rates will rise if this situation continues.

• The lease that T-shirts Plus signed five years ago specifies that 
either party can decide not to renew. All that is required is written 
notification to the other party at least 90 days in advance of the 
yearly anniversary of the contract date. By writing this week, you 
will be providing adequate notice. Convey this information to the 
store's manager, Henry D. Curtis


